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Book 1




Chapter 1

“Attention all museum patrons,” a smooth female voice intoned over the intercom. “The time is now 7:45 p.m., and the Crest City Museum of Fine Arts will be closing in fifteen minutes. We sincerely appreciate your patronage, and hope you’ll come back to visit us soon…”

The voice snapped me back to my senses. I looked up from the thick stack of books sitting on the table in front of me and glanced around the room, blinking rapidly as I remembered who I was and what I was doing. A small Bluetooth speaker next to me on the table blared Metallica at a low volume, quiet enough to not upset the patrons on the other side of the wall milling about the exhibits.

Slipping my phone out of my pocket, I double-checked the time. 7:45, I thought with a low whistle. Wow. How’d it get this late so early?

I’d been busy, that’s how.

As part of a work-study program with my local university, I’d accepted an internship at the museum six months ago. Despite the fact that I was majoring in history, my duties at the time the internship started involved picking up trash, dealing with unruly patrons, and sweeping up after the kids who’d left dirty footprints all over the Treasures of Ancient Egypt exhibit. Only in the last few weeks had they graduated me to cataloguing new items loaned to the museum from private collections or estates.

Going back to being a glorified janitor did not sound like the way I wanted to spend the rest of my summer internship, so I’d thrown myself into the cataloging job with gusto.

Most of the items so far had been easy enough to pin down with a little research. It didn’t hurt that many of them came from obvious collectors with their own private obsessions—a little bit of Norse mythology nerd here, a little bit of Mesopotamia over there.

By now, I’d actually started to think I was hot shit—that maybe, once my internship was up, the museum would hook me up with a job that paid actual money.

Until the thing currently sitting in the center of the table arrived.

None of the other employees at the museum could make heads or tails of it. It was a flat, silvery disc with a twelve-pointed star carved into it, wafer thin and about as wide around as the top of a Coke can. It looked as if it had been smelted by hand, though the metal was of no alloy that any of our employees recognized. A small sample had been sent off to imaging, though they wouldn’t get the results back for several weeks.

At first I’d thought it had to be proto-European, some sort of Viking or otherwise heathenish artifact, because of the rune-like symbols marking it. Yet they didn’t correspond to any known language I could find. In fact, the more research I did into the mysterious object, the stranger things got.

I’d spent the last few hours making an exhaustive list of the things this item wasn’t. A Babylonian fertility charm? Nope. A marker indicating an amount of weregild owed to a Pictish chieftain? Nada.

The only thing I knew for sure sat on a flat white index card next to the disc and its stand. Written on it were the two words the employee who’d brought it in from a ’private collector’ had carried along with it by way of explanation:

Primal Talisman.

You’d think that’d make it easy, right? But my research was useless. Not even Google could track down any references to ’Primal Talismans’ as a means of measurement or record keeping with ancient peoples. To say I’d become frustrated studying this thing was a major understatement.

The reason I’d been given the item to study rather than someone with more expertise was because everyone assumed the thing was a fake. That it was probably some prop from a science fiction TV show about ancient civilizations. My supervisors had given it to me, likely as some kind of hazing ritual, like mechanics sending an apprentice out to find a left-handed wrench.

And I might have believed it was fake, too. But there was something about this so-called Primal Talisman that spoke to me. I couldn’t explain it. I’ve always been superstitious, and I would be until the day I died—it was just the way I’d been raised.

Just then, a person stepped into the back room. I tensed, anticipating a patron who’d wandered down the wrong hallway, but instead, I found myself looking into the perky, smiling face of Alison Waters, framed by sandy brown hair.

“Hey Nick,” Alison said breezily, making her way over to the fridge in the corner used by employees and interns. “Still trying to figure out that new addition, huh?”

As Alison leaned into the refrigerator, hunting for a snack, my eyes were drawn to her shapely backside. Like me, Alison was a work-study case from the local university: only her major and mine couldn’t have been more different. I was a history nerd, while Alison was angling for a double major in communications and arts. While I worked in the backroom (or as a janitor), she gave tours of the museum to high-level donors and patrons.

Apparently, she was crazy good at it. She’d managed to finagle more donations from rich old men than most of the senior staff.

Looking at her long legs and gorgeous ass in that pencil skirt, I could understand why.

“Yeah, you know me,” I said, averting my gaze before Alison could notice me ogling her. “Always going for brownie points. Besides, I swear I recognize this thing! It’s like I’ve seen it in a video game or something…”

“Video games?” Alison took a yogurt out of the fridge and closed it, then made her way across the room. “I mean, I guess it looks like something you might find in a chest in Skyrim. You triple-checked to make sure those things all around the edge aren’t Viking runes, right?”

I sighed and rolled my eyes. I’d only heard that question about a dozen times today.

“Yeah, I checked,” I said. “Besides, Desmond said this thing came from a collector in Melanesia. That’s kind of a long way for a Viking artifact to travel, don’t you think?”

Alison just shrugged. She leaned over my shoulder, peering down at the disc, and I couldn’t help but notice the way her breasts pressed against me in her top.

Alison dressed like a wet dream version of a secretary around the museum, in a tight gray top with a half-unbuttoned white dress shirt underneath to show off tons of cleavage. She knew every middle-aged financier she led around the museum was probably fantasizing about adding her to their personal collection—and she knew how to play it to the max.

“It kinda gives me the creeps, honestly,” Alison said, a tiny tremor passing through her slender frame. “But maybe that’s just me being on my feet all day. Ugh, I know these heels look amazing, but they fucking hurt…”

I laughed, and so did Alison. Swearing was explicitly prohibited in the Crest City Museum of Fine Arts—patrons who did so could be ejected. But here in the back room, we could both let our hair down a little bit.

I scanned another thick tome as Alison slipped off her heels and dug into the yogurt.

“So,” she said, giving me a sideways glance that was too casual by half, “you got any plans for tonight?”

“No, why would I?” I responded without looking up. One of the symbols in particular on the disk felt so familiar to me that I could sense the bubbling of memory in the back of my skull when I looked at it. I knew I’d seen that symbol somewhere before. “Probably just keep doing research for a bit and hope for that big breakthrough…”

I could feel Alison’s frown, though I didn’t see it. “Seriously? Tonight’s the big game. The Crest Commonwealth Tigers versus the Poictesme Panthers. It’s homecoming, Nick! You’re really going to spend the night sitting around a museum after dark?”

Homecoming. I’d completely forgotten. I wasn’t really much of a sports guy, though I cared about my alma mater, of course. The whole campus would be there, pretty much.

“It completely slipped my mind,” I said, finally tearing my gaze away from the Primal Talisman.

Alison sat leaned back in her chair, twirling a lock of sandy brown hair around her finger as she watched me study. As our eyes met, she gave a little start and resumed eating her yogurt.

“I guess you’ve probably got a date, huh?” I asked.

Suddenly Alison couldn’t meet my eye. Her cheeks burned, and I knew I’d just hit on a sore topic. Damn it, Nick!

“Yeah, kind of,” she muttered, staring down at the table. “It’s just a thing for work, though. The manager of the museum bought box seats for a few of the top donors, and I’m kind of, like, handing out drinks and stuff like that…”

I pictured a bunch of rich, middle-aged men drooling all over Alison. Gross.

“Ugh,” I said, making no effort to hide my displeasure. “You’ve really got to stop letting them hang you out there like a piece of meat, Allie. You’re worth so much more than that, you know?”

I don’t know if it was the compliment or referring to her as ’Allie’, but Alison’s hazel eyes looked a bit watery.

“I know,” she sighed, looking uncomfortable. “But the manager said it’s like having a cute waitress when a CEO brings his clients to dinner. Plus, she’s pretty much promised me a permanent position as a public relations consultant once our summer internships are over.”

Had she, now? That was one hell of an opportunity. One that hadn’t been extended to me. Alison did deserve it, though. I wasn’t going to get pissy because she got a job offer when I didn’t.

“That’s great,” I said, with genuine honesty before I turned my attention back to the strange disc. “Really. It sounds like you’re moving on up in the world…”

For a long moment, Alison didn’t respond. Then, suddenly, I felt her hand on top of mine.

“So hey,” she said, giving me a look that was a little bit awkward. “If you’re going to be working late, why don’t the two of us hang out later?”

Now it was my turn to blush. I felt my eyebrows shoot all the way to my hairline, the look on Alison’s face igniting a fire inside of my chest. I’d always been attracted to her—I mean, what straight man wouldn’t be—but I’d never thought she felt that way about me, of all people—

Stay cool, Nick, I commanded myself. Maybe this is just a friend thing.

“You and me?” I asked, trying to sound mysterious. It just came out reedy.

“Yeah, the game will be over around midnight,” Alison explained. “If you’re going to be here, maybe I could swing by and we could both go for a late night cup of coffee? If you’re game, that is.” Alison nibbled her bottom lip. “I mean, we’ve been working together for weeks now, and I’ve been waiting for you to make a move.”

Her words left me stunned. “You’ve been waiting for me?”

Alison’s laugh sounded like wind chimes on a perfect autumn morning. “Why not? We’re both single, and you seem like a really cool guy. Plus, you’re hot.” She paused to laugh again and hide her face a bit. “So how about it? Midnight coffee date?”

Holy shit, I thought, willing my heart to stop pounding against my ribcage. Alison still had her hand on my wrist, and I felt certain she’d be able to feel my pulse going a mile a minute.

“Sounds like a plan,” I said, giving her my most winning smile. “I’m looking forward to it.”

“Me too,” Alison said, rising from her seat. She walked to the door still in her stocking feet, her shoes sitting next to the chair, and peered through the window over the top of the door. “Alright, they’re getting the last couple patrons out now. I think I’m gonna risk sneaking out! Hopefully I won’t need these heels until I get to the game…”

She grabbed up her shoes and made her way barefoot to the door. Then she glanced back at me, all smiles. “Midnight, right?”

Was this girl for real? “Midnight,” I said with a nod.

Alison giggled. Actually giggled. “It’s a date then,” she said.

Then she was gone, leaving the back room with nothing more than the scent of her perfume.

I waited a few heartbeats to make sure she wasn’t coming back in. Then I slumped against the back of the chair, all the adrenaline of the last few minutes draining out of me like a fucking dam bursting.

Good grief. Had I actually just bagged a date with Alison Waters, the cutest girl at my university? And she’d asked me out, not the other way around?

It felt too good to be true.

As thoughts of the two of us together filled my mind’s eye, my gaze traveled back down to the silver disc sitting on the table. Metallica had finished entering the sandman and were now warning me about the master of puppets while staccato riffs blared from the Bluetooth speaker. Now that the museum was officially closed, I could turn up the tunes a bit.

I flipped the dial up a few notches as a guitar solo started, reveling in my newfound connection with Alison. She was really going to come back here at midnight and have ’coffee’ with me? Bullshit. I knew what she really wanted.

It wasn’t like we hadn’t joked about it before. Nearly everyone who interned at the Crest City Museum of Fine Arts had made at least one stealthy joke about having sex in one of the exhibits. It was a little crude, sure, but how many times in a guy’s life would you have the opportunity to rail some chick while staring at a Gauguin, or go balls-deep inside a co-ed’s tight pussy while she braced herself against a sculpture by Barbara Hepworth?

I doubted our ’date’ would take us off the museum grounds. And if it did, well—it was still a date. With Alison freaking Waters. Not that I was some lonely virgin. I’d had my share of girlfriends. It was just that my current course load didn’t leave a lot of time for romance on top of work-study—and Alison was way, way hotter than any girl I’d ever dated before.

“What a day,” I muttered to myself, shaking my head. “Now that I think about it, maybe you’re some kind of ancient good luck charm. What do you think, ’Primal Talisman’? Any wisdom to disburse?”

The silver disc was silent.

After sighing, stretching, and doing a quick circle of the room, I sat back down and got to work. If Alison would be back at midnight, that meant I had four hours to solve the mystery of the Primal Talisman and win the renown of the entire museum board.

And if I did, Alison would be the first person I’d share it with. I couldn’t wait for our midnight rendezvous.

“Alright, Nick,” I told myself, cracking my knuckles. “Let’s do the Indiana Jones. Time to get to the bottom of exactly what this thing is…”

Four hours. Time to get to work.


Chapter 2

Around 10 p.m., I started to get thirsty.

I glanced up at the clock, amazed at how quickly the last two hours had passed. The Bluetooth speaker had long since given up the ghost on Metallica’s greatest hits, and was cycling through a selection of other 80’s and 90’s heavy metal bands. An Iron Maiden song  blared from the speaker, Bruce Dickinson screaming about ancient civilizations while I tried to figure out which ancient civilization the Primal Talisman came from. I hadn’t solved the full mystery yet, but as I rose from behind the desk, there was a spring in my step.

I’d found a clue.

That symbol near the top of the silver disc turned out to be even more familiar than I’d thought. Only I could have studied the thick tomes the museum kept in storage for the rest of my life and never found the damn thing. Yes, I’d seen it before—but not in any textbook or encyclopedia I’d ever held.

I’d seen it on the internet.

At some point during the last couple of hours, I’d pulled my laptop out of my bag and hooked it up to the museum’s Wi-Fi. On a hunch, I pulled up my Spotify account and started leafing through album covers. Maybe it was all the heavy metal I was listening to, but the memory of music and the memory of the strange symbol on the Primal Talisman felt linked in my head.

It didn’t take much flipping through my list of played songs to find it. I’d fallen down a weird hole a while back and started listening to some pretty out-there music, including a very strange record by a progressive metal band from the 80’s called Divine Arsenal. There, in the corner of their record The Rebirth of Lucifer, was the same symbol that sat at the apex of the Primal Talisman.

After that, I’d fallen down a very different kind of internet hole. I hadn’t put all the pieces together yet, but strangely enough, I felt less enthused about solving the mystery of the Primal Talisman, now that I knew a few things about it.

You see, I was pretty sure no one at the museum was going to believe me.

The symbol on the disc had been easy enough to Google after that. It was actually a combination of two different symbols, one representing a bird and the other representing an eye. Both of them were symbols of ’Mu’, a long-lost island that was the kind of thing crackpot conspiracy theorists went nuts over. Supposedly, it had fallen into the ocean millennia ago, drowning an advanced civilization that had nevertheless left remnants of their technology scattered around the Earth.

That all made sense to me so far. The problem was, there was zero evidence Mu ever existed—and a lot of evidence that it didn’t. It was fodder for late night conspiracy theory shows on AM radio, not settled science.

And yet, I thought, stretching and rubbing my eyes, Mu was supposed to be located somewhere in the Pacific Ocean. Right near Melanesia, which is where the museum claimed this relic came from…

“There’s got to be another explanation,” I said with a yawn. “No one’s going to believe that this disc came from some ancient, vanished civilization. Shit, not even Alison’s going to buy that.”

Alison! I only had two hours before she’d be pulling up outside the museum. I needed to be ready for my date. I rubbed my chin and grimaced as my fingers touched stubble. I needed a shave, a change of clothes—and some caffeine.

I had a change of clothes in my locker in the employee break room, and I knew Desmond kept a shaving kit in his own cubby. He wouldn’t mind if I borrowed it—not if he knew it was for a date with Alison.

As for the caffeine? There was a vending machine in the museum’s lobby, and if I remembered correctly, it had Monster Energy Drink in the bottom row. Normally, I never drank stuff like that, as it made me way too jittery—but tonight, I’d make an exception.

After all, I was going to need my energy. Alison wouldn’t accept anything less.

The hallway outside the back room was nearly pitch black. I’d only been inside the Crest City Museum of Fine Arts a handful of times past closing, and I’d forgotten just how creepy it could be. All the lights were off in the main exhibit halls save for lines of lights running along where the walls met the floor, giving the whole place the ambience of a horror movie.

I was under the impression the museum had nighttime security, but I didn’t see a soul as I made my way to the lobby. The entrances to each wing stood empty and dark, the exhibits filled with paintings and sculptures dimly backlit by rows of the most minimalist lighting.

By the time I made it to the lobby, the familiar glow of a vending machine felt like a tiny square of normalcy. I dug in the back pocket of my jeans for change as I scanned the rows of sodas. There, on the bottom row as I’d pictured, lay the black-and-green cans of energy drink.

The can slid to the side, causing the machine to rumble as it was released. I popped the cap and took a long swig, feeling more awake and alert already. Caffeine and sugar rushed through my bloodstream, making my heart beat faster as I made my way back through the lobby.

The ceiling rose so far above my head I couldn’t have hit it with a stone. In the center of that great space loomed the museum’s flagship exhibit—a Foucault’s Pendulum, slowly swaying back and forth over a topographical map of the globe. Magnetized pins around the center marked the hours. The pendulum moved at a rate of one per hour, the motion too slight to be seen with the naked eye (or just lost in the back and forth of the swaying). The early morning employees had the job of resetting all the pins knocked down during the night—at that moment, nearly the whole field of pins lay on their sides like toy soldiers a kid had gotten bored with.

I read over the plaque as I sipped the energy drink. I didn’t really have the head for physics, so the science behind the thing had always eluded me. I wouldn’t have minded watching Alison’s ass swing back and forth like that pendulum, though—especially if I was mounting her from behind—

A sound like someone stepping on a twig snapped me to my senses. Slowly, over the lid of the can, I peered toward the lobby’s rear exit where the walkways to several of the museum’s exhibits overlapped.

There, in the dim light, a shadow waited.

What the hell? I stared at it, waiting to see if it would move. Perhaps it was just a trick of the light—my brain scaring itself during a late night at the museum.

Another possibility occurred to me. Had Alison come back early?

“Hello?” I asked, taking a step forward. To my left, the pendulum continued its endless back and forth sway, a silent sentinel over the lobby.

I got one step closer—then the shadow bolted.

The hair stood up on the back of my neck. That was definitely a person.

I glanced over my shoulder at the museum entrance, trying to see if anyone had opened the door recently. The most likely possibility was still that this was Alison, and the game had let out a little early. More likely than not, she’d decided to prank me—or, this was all foreplay to her.

I finished the rest of the energy drink in one gulp and tossed it into a wastebasket by the Artists of the Holy Roman Empire exhibit’s entrance. If Alison wanted a chase, then a chase was what she’d get.

Moving quickly and quietly, I headed down the same hallway where I’d seen the shadow. This section of the museum had been designated as an ’interactive learning’ experience for young patrons. As a result, it was full of hands-on exhibits about color theory, images, and the history of painting.

“Allie, is that you? This isn’t funny,” I said, suddenly wishing I hadn’t drunk the whole can of Monster so quickly. The caffeine hummed in my bloodstream like a live wire, making me nervous and jittery.

Toward the end of the exhibit hall was an illustration of forced perspective—a long, rectangular corridor shaped like an ordinary suburban kitchen, but with a twist. The room was actually far longer than usual—it used things like too-large chairs and a too-small table to trick the eye into thinking the room had normal dimensions. At the far end, a window the size of a postage stamp looked the correct size to a casual observer.

I stepped into the kitchen, listening as hard as I could. As I reached the tiny window, I heard a noise directly behind me. Someone let out a girlish giggle, as if they’d played a prank on me and were enjoying seeing me thrown off-balance.

“Okay, that’s enough!” I said, forcing out a laugh as I turned around. “Game over. You got me. Come on, Allie, how about that coffee—”

The figure turned and bolted, too fast to be seen.

That definitely was not Alison, I thought, comparing the shadow to Allie in my mind’s eye. Alison was taller than most girls, so much so that she stood only an inch or so beneath me in heels (and I was above average height for a guy). Whoever this interloper happened to be, they’d barely come up to my collarbone if they stood right next to me.

Now I began to worry. The fact that the museum had no night guard on patrol felt less like an oversight and more like a massive mistake by the minute. The thought of a burglar flashed through my mind. For the first time since I’d heard a noise in the lobby, I asked myself: could I be in danger right now?

Nah, I reassured myself. Whoever this person is, they’re five-foot nothing. They wouldn’t stand a chance against me in a fair fight.

In fact, as I tracked the shadow through a gallery of early Renaissance paintings, I’d already begun to feel excited. Suppose this was some enterprising young thief—or even just some kid who thought they’d break in and film themselves messing with the exhibits for internet cred. Either way, I was about to take them down.

“Come on out,” I growled, making my voice sound bigger and gruffer than usual. “The longer you try to hide, the worse this is going to be for you. If you surrender now and explain yourself, we can resolve this without involving the police.”

No response. Except I thought that faintly, toward the back of the gallery, I heard another one of those girlish giggles.

So that’s how it’s going to be, huh? I thought, getting more irritated by the moment.

I’d more or less discarded the idea that this person was any real danger—they seemed more like a prankster than anything else.

But one real issue had occurred to me: if I didn’t catch them soon, Alison might show up while they were still in the building. That would be bad, not to mention put a damper on my date.

I rounded a corner and found myself face to face with a statue of an Italian merchant, circa the 1400s. This gallery didn’t loop back to the central hub by the lobby—it was quite literally a dead end. Where the hell had the thief gone?

As I stepped around one side of the statue, the shadow sprang from the other. They passed close to me—so fucking close I felt wind against my face as they raced back down the hall. I let out a yell and made to chase after them, when I saw something that made me do a double-take.

The intruder had a long, striped tail hanging between their legs.

The sight of it shocked me so much that the shadow made it around the corner, disappearing from sight. I chased after it, heedless now that I might trip over an exhibit. I ran down the hallway, trusting in the dim illumination of the running lights to keep my footing sure.

They’ve got to be wearing some kind of costume, I told myself. Or I’m just seeing things…

When I got back to the lobby, there was no trace of the intruder. The Foucault’s Pendulum had moved an inch to the side, swaying back and forth over the world map with a total lack of concern. Had they run out the front door? Were they gone?

That’s when I heard the sound of a door slamming shut. Specifically, the door to the back room. Where I’d been just a few minutes ago, and where my laptop and my other stuff was.

With a growl of pure frustration, I rocketed to the back of the hall. Right as I got to the door, it opened smoothly in my face, revealing a short, blonde woman standing in the doorway. I expected her to be carrying my laptop, or my backpack, but all that she held in her hands was the flat, silvery disc I’d been studying before my trip to the vending machine.

Huh? The Primal Talisman?

“Give that back!” I snapped, reaching for the disc. “Thief!”

The strange woman’s eyes narrowed, and she dropped into a stance like she was getting ready to fight. Despite the fact that I had a good eight inches and probably fifty pounds on her, a sense of unease filled me at the sight of her squaring up. This girl looked like she knew how to scrap.

“Who the fuck are you?” I snarled, glaring down at her. “What are you doing here? The museum is closed—”

She lifted a fist—then froze, her eyes going wide. “Oh shit,” the girl whispered, her eyes traveling over my shoulder and down the dark hallway. “No. No no no…”

If this was a trick to get me to turn around, it was going to fail. I’d seen too many movies to fall for that.

“Give me that,” I said, grabbing for the Primal Talisman.

As my fingers touched the talisman, something extremely strange happened. The woman—who up until now, had been doing everything she could to get away from me—grabbed me in an embrace, pulled me into the back room, and slammed the door shut behind us both. Before I could stop her, she shoved a nearby bookshelf across the closed door, sealing it further. I wasn’t sure how the hell such a small woman could have the strength to move a bookshelf like that, but that question wasn’t a priority right now.

“Lady, I don’t know who you think you are,” I growled, tugging at the Primal Talisman, “but you need to give that back and get out of here before I call the police—”

The woman clapped a hand over my mouth. “Shut up,” she hissed, panic inflecting her voice. “Don’t you hear it?”

I didn’t.

But then, horribly, I did.

And I realized the two of us were not alone in the museum.


Chapter 3

I’m a big fan of horror movies.

You name it, I’ve seen it. Friday the 13th? Kid’s stuff—I’ve got the whole series on Blu-Ray. Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Halloween? Classic cinema. Even the new stuff like The Ring or Saw sits in my media library—I don’t discriminate between the ’oldies’ and the modern stuff.

So when I tell you that the noises coming from the lobby of the museum froze my fucking blood, and sounded worse than any horror movie monster I’d ever heard before, you know I’m not just pulling your chain. I had no idea what caused those sounds, but instantly, I never, ever wanted to find out.

“Stay quiet,” the strange-looking woman warned me, keeping her voice to a whisper. “Otherwise, it’ll hear you. It can’t see for shit, but it’s got crazy good hearing.” She paused, looking me up and down. “Promise you won’t scream?”

What else could I do? I nodded, and the hand left my mouth.

The woman raced to my desk, switched off the Bluetooth speaker, and felt around for the cord on the desk’s lamp. In the light streaming from it, I got my first good look at the woman I’d been chasing around the museum for the better part of an hour.

If you’re a gentleman, you’d probably say the first thing you notice when you look at a woman is her eyes. If you’re a little more crude, you’d probably point to more vulgar aspects of her anatomy.

But with this girl, my eyes found themselves instantly drawn to her lips. Pouty, full and a deep, rich crimson, she had the sort of mouth that belonged to one of the goddesses in the paintings in the Greek Mythology wing. Her hair was long, down to her ass, blonde, and straight as an arrow. She had high, almost regal cheekbones, with the supple bone structure of a model or an aristocrat. Everything about her screamed ‘high class’, to the point that I felt a little bit shabby just standing next to her.

As she flipped the switch on the lamp and plunged the room into near darkness, I caught a glimpse of that furry, striped tail between her legs. If it was a prop, it was good enough for a Hollywood movie.

“What is that thing?” I whispered.

The woman shook her head in the dim light. “You don’t want to know. Is there another way out of this room?”

I’d never had cause to think about it before. I glanced around the back room, imagining its contours with respect to its position in the museum.

“I don’t think so,” I whispered.

The woman nodded. “We’ll have to go out the front, then. Like I said, it’s blind as a bat. Well, nearly. We might be able to distract it long enough to escape. Better for us if it gives up and goes away, though…”

Whatever the thing out there was, it didn’t sound like it was going to give up anytime soon. If anything, the chattering of its steps grew louder with each passing moment, like it was heading straight for our little back room. A sound almost like the piping of a flute wafted on the air, a dissonant melody without harmony or rhythm.

Something about it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

“What’s your name?” Suddenly, the strange woman stood at my side.

I glanced down at her, frowning. “You tried to steal from the museum, now you want to be friends?”

She shrugged. “I’d rather not die next to a stranger,” she whispered.

That sealed it. If this strange woman thought whatever lurked in the museum could kill us both, then we had to get out of here. Hiding would do us no good.

“I’m Nick,” I said, moving toward the door. “And you?”

“Mira,” the woman said, standing on her tiptoe to try and peer through the window over the door. Not that she could make it, as short as she was. “And I wasn’t trying to steal. The Primal Talisman doesn’t belong to you people.”

Something about her words caused pieces to click together in my brain. “Wait. You know what the fuck that thing is?”

“Shhh!” Mira put a finger to her lips, her eyes going wide with fright. “Keep your goddamn mouth shut, or we’re both dead—”

Too late.

A gentle knocking came from the other side of the door. Mira stood as still as one of the statues in the gallery, then slowly backed away, as if she wanted to hide beneath my desk.

“Whatever you do,” Mira said, moving her lips without making a sound, “do not open that door.”

“Nick?” The knocking continued. “Hey, Nick, are you there?”

My heart nearly jumped out of my chest. That was Alison’s voice!

I went to move the bookshelf out of the way, but a hand on my shoulder stopped me.

Mira whirled me around, giving me a stern look as she held me back. “No,” she whispered, so low it was barely a sound. “Don’t.”

“The game let out early!” Alison’s voice was bright and cheerful—a little too cheerful, to be honest, given the circumstances. “Come on, babe, it’s time for our date! Open the door!”

It sounded like Alison. But something told me it wasn’t her.

A bone-deep spike of panic erupted in my guts as I realized something much stranger was happening.

“Come on, Nick, open the door!” The voice had begun to plead, sounding almost desperate. “I was really, really looking forward to fucking you tonight! Come on, baby, don’t leave me hanging!”

Mira shook her head back and forth like a bobblehead. To tell the truth, she didn’t need to warn me any longer. I didn’t know what the fuck was on the other side of that door, but it was not Alison Waters.

“I’ve seen the way you stare at my ass,” the voice growled. Something dark and primal infested Alison’s voice, like it had begun to eat it from the inside. “I know you pop a boner every time you look at my stockings, Nick. I’m right there next to you when you stroke yourself at night, picturing me straddling your cock! Open the fucking door, Nick, —so you can fuck me! Open the fucking door—”

The knocking became a jackhammer’s pound. The bookshelf rattled against the door’s hinges, filling the room with the rumble of wood on wood.

Moving on instinct, I pushed Mira behind me. I knew she was the furthest thing in the world from an ordinary woman, but old protective instincts died hard. Putting her as far out of danger as I could was just something I did without thinking—and even though she let out a little sniff as I stepped between her and the door, I could see something in her face reacting with pride. The kind of man who wouldn’t make a move like that had no honor or value at all, and deserved to be eaten by whatever nightmare creature waited in the hallway.

Just then, the door shot open a few inches. The lock snapped, and the heavy bookshelf tilted forward precipitously as the thing on the other side shoved with all its might. Splinters rained down across the floor, and Mira let out a very undignified yelp.

“I hear you in there!” The false Alison sounded only vaguely like a person now—more like a thing trying to make its voice sound as human as possible. I wondered how I’d ever been fooled in the first place. “Open the fucking door, Nick! I’m so horny, I need you so bad! I waaaa…”

The door crashed inward, the bookshelf slamming to the floor.

A silhouette appeared in the doorway, and any small hope I had that the thing on the other side might at least be a human being died as I stared up at the creature.

It stood over seven feet tall, covered in chitinous green scales dark enough to look black in the dim light. Two bulbous eyes protruded from either side of its monstrous head, whirling in their scaly sockets as the thing stepped into the room.

I reeled backward, horrified. I didn’t know what I’d expected, but it wasn’t this. This monster looked like an insectophobe’s worst nightmare—a massive, chattering locust.

It moved with an inhuman grace as it entered the back room, its head darting this way and that. Its long, segmented arms bent backward at the wrists, terminating in two long scythe blades of chitin as sharp as broadswords. I swallowed hard at the sight of them, knowing with a glance just how easily those arms would slash through mine and Mira’s bodies.

Although the locust stood no more than a handful of paces away, right in front of me, it didn’t seem to see me standing before it.

Mira was right, I realized, taking a tentative step to the side. The locust’s head failed to follow the motion. It’s blind as a bat. She said its hearing is exceptional, though…

My gaze traveled to the desk where I’d been working. A thick stack of books sat on either side of the table top—and right in the middle, next to where the Primal Talisman had been, lay my Bluetooth speaker.

We might just be able to sneak out of here after all, I thought, a plan forming in my head.

Gesturing for Mira to remain still, I snuck across the back room as quietly as I was able, heading for the table.

The locust wasn’t idle. It scoped out the corner to the left of the entryway, swinging those awful scythes with a quickness that left the air itself whistling. Mira held her ground well, but I could tell she was almost as terrified as I was. Her teeth showed in a grimace, the effort of holding back a scream taking nearly all of her mental fortitude.

Finally, my hands closed around the speaker. I reached into my pocket for my phone, switching the music to the loudest shit I had—pure Florida death metal. I chose a Cannibal Corpse song at random and paused it before it could start, then cranked the little dial on the speaker all the way up.

Here we go, I thought, nodding at Mira. I hope you’re ready to move when I am.

As the locust crossed the doorway, its shadow visible in the running lights outside, I sprang into action. My legs pumped like crazy as I raced past the creature, expecting any moment to hear as its knife-sharp legs scissored down into my back.

And I did hear the creature attack—but by the time it struck, I was past it, out in the hallway.

I froze. On my left lay the path to the lobby, and freedom. The right-hand side of the hallway led to an exhibit full of Renaissance paintings and sculptures.

Winding up my arm like a baseball player on the pitch, I tossed the speaker down the right side of the hallway as hard as I could—then pushed play on my phone.

A guttural growl erupted from the speaker in mid-air, and a downtuned guitar exploded like a hail of buzzsaws.

The locust raced past me, barely a handful of inches from my side. One of its arms brushed up against me, and I nearly retched at the touch—which would have gotten both me and Mira killed. Then it was past me, its abnormally long back bent like a bow as it chased the screaming speaker down the hallway.

“Come on!” I hissed, holding out my arms for Mira to follow.

I’d given us a brief window of opportunity to get away, but the locust would be back any moment once it realized it chased a fake. As soon as it tore the little death metal speaker apart, it would be on the two of us in moments.

Mira didn’t hesitate. She took off like a sprinter on the pitch, racing to me and past me as we both tore ass toward the museum lobby.

The Foucault’s pendulum swayed silently back and forth in the lobby’s center, while the doors to the outside world stood slightly ajar. I could see a wedge of starry sky through the crack, along with a few cars sitting in the parking lot after hours.

We’re going to make it, I thought, my heart pounding in my chest like a bellows. You’ve got this, Nick. Yo’’ve got this!

The death metal riff behind me sputtered and died. As the speaker crackled into oblivion, I heard the sound of racing footsteps down the hall behind us. The locust had the chase! But it didn’t matter now. We were too close to the door, almost past the pendulum now—

The locust sprang forward and landed on the pendulum mid-swing, ripping the golden ball from the ceiling. Flakes of plaster and marble rained down on the lobby as it used the momentum to land in front of the door and slam it closed. Mira and I froze in our tracks, not ten feet away from the exit.

The locust stood between us and freedom, its mandibles slamming shut like the blade of a guillotine.

“Oh fuck!” Mira groaned, hopping behind me. Nice of her to put me in the line of fire. “Damn it, we weren’t fast enough.”

I could hear the despair in her voice. She thought both of us were already as good as dead.

As the locust scanned the lobby, its head weaving sickeningly back and forth on the stalk of its neck, I looked over my shoulder for some kind of weapon. The remains of the pendulum lay at my feet, a huge golden orb with a thick cable protruding from one end, but there was no way I could lift it. I could pick up some plaster, but it would just piss the locust off while it was busy eating me.

I turned to look to Mira for an answer—and bumped right into her.

The Primal Talisman, which she’d still been holding even as she stared down her own mortality, slipped from between her fingers. Both of us grabbed it without thinking, holding onto it at the same time. Her fingers clawed at mine, drawing a drop of blood from a shallow cut across my knuckle.

A spark shot through me like I’d just touched a live wire.

The talisman shimmered beneath my fingers as a wave of red washed over my field of vision. My skin felt hot, like I’d been sitting out in the sun for hours, and a dry, scratchy feeling spread over my body as the wave crested. At first I didn’t like it, then it felt like the sweetest pleasure I’d ever experienced.

My senses sharpened, the world turning clean and bright. Suddenly, I could see in the dim light as clearly as midday. I could smell the locust, the strange inhuman scent of the monster filling my nostrils, and knew without explanation that whatever power animated it was related to that which pulsed inside of the Primal Talisman.

The locust felt the change in the air. Its antennae swayed; it chopped at the air like a butcher eager to begin carving up a joint of meat.

In that moment, a rage like nothing I’d ever felt before filled my veins. Without thinking, I reached down and grabbed the thick cable that had suspended the Foucault’s Pendulum from the ceiling. I knew from the plaque affixed to the exhibit that the bob at the end weighed two hundred and sixty pounds, but in my hands, it suddenly felt like a child’s toy.

With a grunt, I swung the thing like a flail at the locust. Mira screamed and hit the deck as the massive weight whistled over her head, kicking up a spray of dust as it came swinging from the side at the unseeing insect monster.

The golden ball slammed into the side of its head and sent it flying across the lobby.

“Run!” I growled. The word no longer sounded human in my throat: it was more like the roar of some bestial animal. I watched Mira’s eyes go wide as she heard it, her jaw dropping nearly all the way to the lobby floor. I knew there was something wrong with the way she was looking at me, but it was as if I couldn’t think.

I was pure instinct. And those instincts told me the age old song of the primitive man—destroy the beast, protect the girl. Claim what was mine.

So even as Mira raced to the front door, throwing it open with a cry, I’d already turned around to attack the locust. I raced across the lobby floor, leaning down to move on all fours across the marble. Something about it felt good, even right for me to do.

It was then, glancing down at my hands, that I noticed the fur.

The sight of it nearly shocked me out of my rage. What the fuck happened to me? I looked like a goddamn tiger! Striped fur the same color as Mira’s tail covered my arms and legs. Beneath them, my limbs were slabs of pure muscle—able to carry me to where the locust lay with the speed of a tiger.

The insect monster was half up from its crouch when I slammed into it, my jaws digging into its chitinous neck.

The taste was hideous—yet I kept on chewing. From somewhere on the edge of my hearing, a high-pitched scream keened louder and louder as I tore into the monster’s collar, seeking its heart. Those sharp arms struck downward again and again, leaving deep puncture wounds that would have left human Nick in the hospital fighting for his life.

The wounds closed as quickly as they appeared.

The locust’s cries of pain turned to panic, then to gurgles that resembled no living animal on Earth. I could smell its rotten, twisted heart. I yearned to pluck the organ from its chest and squash it like a grape.

Yet as I dug, I felt whatever power had transformed me beginning to ebb. The fur around my arms began to vanish, along with the muscles that made overpowering the locust so easy. Human thoughts crept along the surface of my brain, as sluggish as molasses but more insistent by the second. Words like run and Mira and you’re going to kill yourself, idiot that made me realize who I was and what I was doing.

I dropped the half-dead locust and ran. By the time I made it to the door, I was already mostly human again. The last few wounds the locust left in my back had healed, but dried blood crusted what was left and my shirt was ruined.

A jeep waited at the front of the parking lot, its engine rumbling like a thunderstorm. Mira sat in the driver’s seat, gesturing at me in a panic.

“Come on, come on!” she cried. “We’ve got to get the fuck out of here, Nick!”

I hopped into the passenger seat and buckled my seatbelt.

“Relax,” I told the girl, grinning like an idiot. Holy shit, that was awesome! That thing’s not going anywhere after what I did to it—”

The doors of the museum flew off their hinges and landed in the road.

With an ear-spitting roar, the locust filled the doorway of the museum, its bloodstained claws digging into either side of the entrance. Its eyes swiveled madly in its head as it stared at Mira’s Jeep, its mandibles clacking like someone transmitting a threatening message in morse code.

“For fuck’s sake!” Mira yelled, kicking the engine into gear. “Hold on, Nick! That thing doesn’t want to take no for an answer!”

The locust lunged forward as we peeled out of the parking lot, its center of gravity tipping forward as it gave chase. With the interior of the Jeep totally open, I got a front-row seat of the thing hightailing it toward us across the asphalt, its bloodstained claws inches away from our rear tires.

For a sickening, heart-stopping moment, those claws raked the back bumper of the Jeep. We nearly lost traction and went into a ditch—then the vehicle slammed off the curb and directly into traffic. Mira managed to slip us in between the cars, but an SUV pulled out right in front of the giant locust. It roared, both of its scythe-like arms digging into the roof like someone trying to pop open a box of sardines.

Mira let out a whoop as we sped off into the night, the locust fading in our rear view mirror. Somehow, we’d made it out of the museum in one piece. We were alive.

For now, at least.


Chapter 4

“Holy shit,” I whispered, collapsing into the plush passenger seat of the Jeep. “That was so fucking close. We’re lucky to be alive!”

A few blocks away from the museum, with the locust finally out of our rear view mirror, Mira slowed down and began driving like a normal person. We gave the monster the slip, driving down broad avenues and winding thoroughfares until we’d headed into the commercial district of the city.

Shiny shops with clothes and electronics in the window beckoned from every corner, with shoppers making their way up and down the sidewalks. I watched them, my thoughts slowly returning like ice cleaving from a glacier, trying to reckon with the new life I’d just entered.

To say I felt stunned would have been the greatest understatement of my life—yet it was more than just the attack that rattled me. I stared down at my hands, remembering how just a few minutes ago they’d been covered in fur and muscle. I’d looked like a humanoid version of Tony the Tiger off the Frosted Flakes box, if the mascot had given up shilling sugar cereal and taken up a career as a professional wrestler.

The Primal Talisman hummed faintly in my pocket. I took it out and stared at it as Mira pulled to a stop at a red light, holding it this way and that in the bright city lights.

It’s beautiful, I thought. And dangerous as hell.

“You can hang onto that.” Mira’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts. With a little nod, she popped open the glove box and brought out a leather thong with a thick knot on one end. “Go on and tie it around your neck so you don’t lose the thing. Wear it like a necklace.”

I did, my fingers shaking as I fastened the disc beneath my shirt. With the cold metal against my heart, I felt a little bit like Robert Downey Jr. in the Iron Man movies. I kind of expected the thing to glow beneath the fabric.

“Nice,” Mira said, taking her eyes off the road for a moment to study the bulge in my shirt. “You’re going to need that.”

“Need it how?” I asked, grabbing onto the bar hanging over the passenger exit as Mira took a turn a bit too sharply. “What the hell is going on here? One minute I’m trying to stop a burglar from stealing an artifact from the Crest City Museum of Fine Arts, then I’m fighting for my life against that thing! And my arms, my… my teeth…”

Mira let out a knowing chuckle. “You still taste locust, don’t you?”

I leaned over the side of the Jeep and spit. “I taste something. And it’s fucking gross.”

As we turned the next corner, Mira gave a nod as if this were exactly what she’d been expecting. “Alright, I guess you deserve an explanation,” she said, like she was doing me a favor. “The short version’s this: you’ve wandered into a whole mess of trouble studying that disc. Or maybe that’s the really short version, since the long one requires me to unravel most of Earth’s history for you and expose it as a series of frauds…”

I shook my head, trying to contain the dizzy feeling that threatened to overwhelm me. “It is an ancient artifact, isn’t it? Everyone at the museum thinks it’s a fake, but it’s real. It’s really magic!”

I saw Mira smile in the driver’s seat. “Of course it is,” she said, grinning as she swerved around a slow-moving car in our lane. “It’s the Primal Talisman! What, did you think you gained a tiger’s aspect just by thinking about it really hard?”

Her words sent a shock through me. Up until that moment, I’d been trying as hard as I could to convince myself that the strange transformation in the museum lobby hadn’t happened. It had been a hallucination, brought on by too much adrenaline and my fight or flight response.

But Mira’s casual observation destroyed all that.

She’d seen me change. She’d watched me beat the hell out of that giant insect. Which meant it was all real.

“How much did you learn about the Primal Talisman before I broke in?” Mira asked casually. As if she expected me to just overlook a little thing like grand larceny.

“Honestly, pretty much nothing,” I said with a shrug. Now that the high of escaping had ended, I found myself left with the crash. It was hard to keep my hands from shaking—I would have sat on them, but Mira would have noticed. “Just a bunch of conspiracy stuff. I’d just started to think the Talisman was some kind of elaborate hazing ritual when you showed up.”

Mira snorted. “Nope. It’s a genuine ancient artifact. I don’t know how it ended up in a podunk museum in your hands, but I’ve never been one to question Providence.”

The connection burned in my brain. “You’re saying this thing gave me my powers,” I said, fishing the disc out from under my shirt. I looked at the artifact as if it were a live viper, something that might burn my skin if I held it too close. “It turned me into some kind of tiger?”

To my surprise, my guess left Mira laughing. “It’s a little more complicated than that,” the short, blonde woman explained, jerking us down a side street. Despite the distance we’d gained on the locust, Mira still seemed jumpy. She scanned all around the Jeep at every intersection, on alert for any trouble. “I’d love to sit down and explain it all to you, Nick. And I will, as soon as we’re somewhere safe.”

Somewhere safe. Was anywhere in the world truly safe from that giant fucking locust? I doubted it.

“Alright,” I said, tucking the Talisman back beneath my shirt. “Where are we headed, then? Somewhere that giant bug can’t reach us?”

An enigmatic smile spread across Mira’s face. “A safe place,” she said, rolling the words over her tongue like someone with a secret. “You’ll like it, it’s very accomodating. On the other side of town, though. Which is good, because we want to be as far away from this section of the city as we can. That Locust is going to stir up all the preternatural forces in this area. Place will be a madhouse with all the Atlanteans running around…”

The last part of her statement caught in my brain and stayed there.

Atlanteans, I thought, remembering the conspiracy rabbit hole I’d fallen down on the Internet earlier that day. Like Atlantis? The lost city beneath the waves, the cousin of…

Mu.

The same legendary sunken kingdom the Primal Talisman was supposed to be from. Which just so happened to be the same section of the ocean this relic was fished out of.

“Atlantis is a myth,” I said, unwilling to believe it. “A legend.”

Again Mira snorted. “Nick, there’s a whole lot of things you think are just legends that happen to be real. Atlantis is one of them. If you don’t believe it, trust me—the things that’ll be digging through the carnage of that museum in the next hour or two will turn you into a believer!”

An hour? I glanced at the digital display on Mira’s dashboard. It was 10:45.

I’ll swing by and pick you up, Alison’s voice giggled in the back of my head. As soon as the game lets out… it should be right around midnight…

“We’ve got to turn around,” I said, looking behind me.

Mira was perplexed. “What, did you forget something? No point in going back, Nick—that place is about to be a death trap. Once things quiet down in the city, maybe we can swing by and pick up your work stuff—”

“This isn’t about my stuff!” I snapped, the words coming out as a growl. Apparently, not all of the tiger-ness inside of me had drained out just yet. “There’s a girl. She’s coming to the museum in just over an hour to pick me up. Whatever you’re talking about, she’s going to walk right into it!”

I didn’t know what I expected—probably for Mira to jerk the wheel around and send us right back toward the museum. Instead, she gave me a long, appraising look, cocking an eyebrow as we came to the next red light.

“You’ve got a girl,” she said, sounding as if she were on the verge of laughter. “Coming to meet you at a closed museum. At midnight…”

“And?”

“Uh huh,” Mira said, shaking her head and clucking her tongue. “Look, I know it hurts to miss out on a booty call. For a guy your age, getting a little pussy probably feels like the most important thing in the world. But that museum is a death trap right now. No going back there.”

I thought fast. “Then we’ll have to pick her up before she gets to the museum,” I said, sitting up straighter. “Also, young man? You’re hardly older than I am.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Mira said wryly. Her brows furrowed together, as if something disturbing had just occurred to her. “You work with this girl?”

“Who, Alison?” 

Mira’s grin widened—I must have betrayed the way I felt about her by the way I said her name.

“Yeah,” I continued, “she’s my coworker at the Museum of Fine Arts. She’s more of a front of house girl, though, and I work in the back cataloging new arrivals.”

I could have been seeing things, but I thought Mira’s cheeks paled just a bit at that news.

“Okay,” she said, already sounding irritated. “When you and her set up this booty call—”

“Date,” I corrected.

“Booty Date,” Mira said, taking her hands off the steering wheel to make air quotes. I reached out for the wheel to keep us on the road, but Mira had already taken over the job—by using her knees. Limber girl, I thought, distracted for a moment by the luscious gap between her thighs. “Were you touching the Primal Talisman at the time? Was she?”

Huh? How could that possibly matter?

I wracked my brains, trying to remember. The whole conversation was fuzzy—the beastly transformation I’d gone through in the museum lobby loomed like a hangover in my brain, clouding everything immediately before it.

“I think so,” I finally said. “It was on the table in front of me at the time, at least. I think she might have tapped her fingers against it a time or two…”

All at once, it hit me. I’d transformed when I touched the Primal Talisman. What other kind of magic could it do?

Mira stared at the road before us, looking like she’d just bit down on a lemon.

“Shit,” she grunted after a few seconds. “Alright, where’s your girlfriend?”

She’s not my girlfriend yet, I wanted to tell Mira—but that would only complicate things.

“Where half the rest of the city is,” I said with a laugh instead. “The Homecoming game between the Crest Commonwealth Tigers and the Poictesme Panthers…”

With an almost military air, Mira slipped her phone out of her pocket and affixed it to a magnetized holder on the dashboard. Her nimble fingers tapped the screen quickly—normally I’d have never allowed anyone to text and drive, but Mira truly seemed to be able to keep one eye on her phone and another on the road. I held my hands out to take the wheel if necessary, but she had control of the situation.

“Alright, cool,” Mira said, turning on her GPS. The phone’s screen showed a wireframe map of the city, with a glowing path leading to the sports stadium. “It’s not that far of a drive. Which is good, because you and I have another stop to make.”

“We do?” I asked, nearly falling out of my seat.

Mira had just taken a left turn against a red light, nearly pulling us into traffic heading the opposite direction. If she wasn’t such a capable fucking driver, I’d have been terrified—but I was already getting the impression that this was just what Mira’s life was like. She didn’t have time for little niceties like obeying traffic laws—they just got in the way of her objective.

“If your girlfriend was holding the Primal Talisman, that means she has a trace of its residue on her,” Mira explained, gripping the wheel with both hands. “Normally, that wouldn’t be a big issue, but tonight the city’s going to be on high alert. After that locust attack, the Atlanteans are going to be zeroing in on any preternatural frequencies in the immediate area. You’ll be the big target, of course, since you’re carrying the Talisman—but they’ll detect her, too, if she’s got any amount of its energy on her at all. Which means they’ll take her into custody at the absolute least.”

I shuddered to think what these freaks would do to Alison. Torture her? Throw her in a cell with a creature like the locust, until she’d tell them anything they wanted to hear?

No. I wouldn’t let that happen.

“A fucking stadium,” Mira said, shaking her head. “Of all the places in the world. Listen, you couldn’t do me a solid, could you?”

“What?” I asked, my curiosity piqued.

“Give your girl a call,” Mira said, gesturing at her phone. “And tell her to get the fuck out of that building. The Atlanteans are bad enough, but this could boil over into an international incident with that many people around.”

A hot flush spread across my cheeks. “I… I can’t,” I muttered, staring out at the road.

“What? Why?”

“I don’t actually have her number,” I admitted. “This is supposed to be our first date…”

Mira stared at me so long I began to worry for anyone else in the road. Then she sighed and turned back to the GPS.

“Great,” she grunted, beginning to laugh like someone losing their mind in a movie. “She’s covered in preternatural energy, and we’ve got no way to contact her. She’s a literal needle in a fucking haystack…”

We drove on in silence for some moments.

“No,” I realized. “I know exactly where she’s going to be. The luxury box seats at the top of the stadium—the museum reserved it for our high-income donors.”

Mira looked at me as if I’d grown a second head. “You realize that’s not actually any better, right?”

I sighed. “I know.”

Just then, we passed a billboard with two knights jousting on the front. We’d hit the edge of the city’s commercial district, which meant this had to be the medieval dinner theater that had opened up a few years back. I’d had a date there once—her idea, weirdly enough. It hadn’t gone great, as I remembered.

A single bulb illuminated a narrow alleyway directly behind the building. Mira took aim at it like an X-Wing on the Death Star Trench Run, rattling the Jeep’s frame so hard I could feel my teeth rattle.

We shot into the alley going way too fast, and Mira slammed on the breaks.

“What the hell are you doing?” I roared, sitting up straighter. “You could have killed us!”

“Yeah, but I didn’t,” Mira shot back, traveling slowly now down the length of the alley. “Live a little, Nick. You’ll enjoy your time on this Earth more. Of course, pretty soon I won’t need to tell you that…”

I had no idea what she meant. toward the back of the alley was a small, disused parking lot, each space earmarked for a different employee of the dinner theater. Of the three narrow spaces, only one was occupied—Mira pulled us into one of the empty ones and unbuckled her seatbelt.

I glanced at the back door of the theater, confusion filling me.

“What, are you hungry for a turkey leg?” I asked. “Jonesing to see a couple guys in armor sword fight?”

Mira shook her head, grinning in a way that was almost predatory. “What, are you uncomfortable being in an alley with a cute girl? I thought that was your whole plan tonight, Nick.”

Suddenly, I was all too aware of the nearness of our bodies. And the fact that, since this was a Jeep, both the sides and ceiling of the cab were open to the sky. Anything we did in this vehicle would be clearly visible to anyone exiting the theater from the rear, or jogging through the alley.

Holy shit. Was she making the move I thought she was making?

“You’re pretty fucking forward for someone I hardly know,” I said, sizing her up. God, I hadn’t had time to notice it while I was running for my life, but Mira really was gorgeous, wasn’t she?

Mira shrugged. “I don’t do the whole song-and-dance courtship thing,” she said simply. “When I want someone, I make it known. And if you really are who I think you are, you need to fully activate the Primal Talisman. Sooner, rather than later. Otherwise, your little friend with benefits is as good as dead.”

The thought of Alison dying froze my blood.

“Who do you think I am?” I asked, more curious than anything.

Mira let out a little scoff. “The Prime, duh. You proved that in the museum lobby. Which means that tonight’s your lucky night, stud.”

Stud? I felt my pants tighten as my cock grew hard. Hearing her speak to me like that had set me off. I considered hiding the bulge in my pants. But Mira already knew.

What’s more—she liked what she saw.

“Mira,” I asked, wanting to make things absolutely clear between us. “What are you asking me?”

The blonde rolled her eyes, reaching for my seatbelt. “Duh! I need you to have sex with me.”


Chapter 5

“You want me to fuck you in this alley,” I said, glancing to either side of the Jeep. It was a statement and not a question. “Right here, right now?”

Mira was already reaching for the buttons keeping her top fastened. “Yeah, we’d better hurry,” the blonde said with a naughty giggle, following the same lines of sight that I was. “This spot’s pretty exposed. You’d better fuck me fast…”

Her words sent a shudder of lust through me.

“I thought you were going to take me somewhere,” I said, my eyes focused on the theater door. It could open at literally any moment, and we’d be caught. “Somewhere safe on the other side of town?”

“Nick, you’re lucky I’m even stopping the car,” Mira said, unfastening the top two buttons of her blouse. “The locust is going to be on the move after what you did to it. We’ve got next to no time to save your little college cutie, so we’d better get to it…”

Fuck. Was this girl really DTF, just like that? Despite the better angels of my nature, I raked her up and down with my gaze, devouring her petite curves and long, smooth legs.

Mira was adorable, the kind of girl most guys at my college would have called ’fun-sized’: because men took one look at her and pictured all the fun positions they could put her in. She wouldn’t just ride my dick, she’d be impaled on it—

“Look, you’re hot,” I blurted, holding up my hands. “Really hot. And normally, I’m one hundred percent down for a no strings attached quickie. But this is all kind of blowing my mind right now…”

Mira paused in the act of reaching for my belt and arched an eyebrow. “You want to see something really mind blowing?” she asked, her voice teasing.

Thinking she was going to do something sexual, I said yes.

Instead, Mira leaned backward—and transformed before my very eyes.

Her striped tail puffed up like a paintbrush, extending behind the round curve of her backside. Two nubs emerged from her blonde hair, lengthening into the form of furry ears. More fur spread down her face, across her limbs, the same orange and black striped pattern as her tail.

Within moments, very few features that looked anything like human remained on Mira’s body. Her clothing stretched to the breaking point beneath her sleek, furred flank, her nose and mouth twisted into a feline pout.

I’d been worried about getting caught having sex a few moments ago. Now, if anyone stepped into the alley way, what they’d see splayed out across the driver’s seat was a massive tigress.

“Holy fuck,” I said, sliding to the edge of my seat. I fought down the urge to run—I wouldn’t make it more than ten steps down the alley before this tigress pounced on me and ripped me to shreds.

“Calm down,” a voice rumbled. It took me several moments to realize it was Mira—her voice distorted to an extent that sounded more tiger than human. “It’s me, Nick. This is my beast form.”

I looked down at her thick paws, the memory of my transformation filling my mind’s eye.

“You… I…”

The tigress nodded her head. “This is the energy you held when you fought the locust, Nick. It traveled through me, using the Primal Talisman as a medium, and into your body. It’s what makes you a Prime—someone who can use the Talisman to gain new abilities.”

This was a lot to hear—especially from a talking tiger sitting in the driver’s seat of a Jeep.

“Could you maybe go back to being a woman?” I asked, doing my best to force the caveman part of my brain to be quiet. The sight of the tiger had set off too many of my primal instincts—a huge part of me wanted to run screaming down the alleyway, even knowing that the tigress wasn’t a threat.

The tigress rolled her eyes exactly like Mira. In a flash, the fur faded from her arms, the transformation reversing itself like a VHS on rewind.

The blonde ran a hand down her flank, purring like a kitten. “This energy can be yours whenever you want it, Nick,” she said, evidently turned on as hell by the primal force of her alteration. “All you have to do is be man enough to take it. To take me…”

What red-blooded man could turn down an invitation like that?

As Mira leaned forward, her tits nearly spilling out of her blouse, the medallion at my chest began to vibrate, humming gently against the fabric. I stared down at it, Mira following my gaze.

“What does that mean?” I asked, gesturing at my shirt.

“It means you’re ready,” Mira said with a grin. “Let’s get you out of these clothes—but keep that Talisman on you, stud. You don’t want to miss the energy transfer.”

I had a pretty good idea what kind of ’energy’ would be transferred in this instance. I pawed at Mira’s top as she stripped off my shirt, the outside world forgotten for the moment. Her lips met mine, parting as my tongue entered her mouth, and the two of us made out hot and heavy in the front seat of her Jeep.

Even if the back door had opened at that moment, I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself. The Talisman kept on vibrating against my chest, and some frequency deep inside of me thrummed in response to that ancient, primal rhythm.

I was no longer thinking about fleeing or being caught—there was no room for anything in my brain except how incredible the woman in my arms looked, felt, even smelled.

Mira felt it too. She bit down on my bottom lip with a savage growl, whipping her hair over one shoulder like a lioness on the prowl. Her hands dug into my bare shoulders, pushing me against the passenger seat as she slid to her knees between the cushion and the dashboard.

Her kisses moved lower along with her. Her eager lips and tongue left a trail down my chest, my stomach, all the way down to the belt holding my pants closed.

This time, I did nothing to stop Mira’s nimble fingers—besides lift my ass a bit so she could tug my jeans down. My cock stood straight and stiff in my boxers, dripping with precum from how much she’d gotten my motor running.

“My my, I think someone feels the same way I do after going beast mode,” Mira purred, a sly look in her eyes. “It’s addictive, isn’t it, Nick? When you’re a tiger, you don’t have to worry about all the bullshit the world fills you up with. It’s just eat, fuck, kill. It’s clean, and it’s righteous, and fuck it makes me so wet…”

I watched every word drip from Mira’s mouth, her pouty red lips so lush and kissable. As she tugged my boxers down beneath my balls, she wrapped those lips around the throbbing head of my cock and began to suck.

Fuck! I couldn’t control myself—my ass left the seat entirely as Mira’s greedy lips took me deep. Her tongue swirled around my crown, teasing the underside in ways that nearly brought me off right then and there. God, how embarrassing would it have been to blow in her mouth in five seconds? I’d never have lived down the shame.

Mira almost seemed to be performing some kind of experiment as she sucked me off. That sultry little tongue of hers swirled around my dick like it was an ice cream cone, slowly questing deeper as her red lips reached my balls. My cock jerked against the back of her throat, spraying a jet of precum—and Mira’s eyes rolled back in her head.

The reaction was the exact opposite of what I expected. I was no stranger to blowjobs, exactly, but the girls I’d been with in the past had been a little shy about the product of such an act. My last girlfriend didn’t mind going down on me, but she never let me finish in her mouth. She always pulled away at the last second, letting me shoot into her hand or a towel or—once, when she was drunk and especially horny—all over her face.

So up until that moment, my estimation of the female species was that none of them really liked cum—they just tolerated it.

That was blown apart as Mira played with my seed on her tongue. She didn’t just tolerate it—she fucking loved it.

“Oh yeah,” Mira groaned, stroking my cock hard one time to get more of my juices on her hand. “Yeah, fuck, you’re definitely the one. Only a Prime would taste like this…”

Mira barely got the last word out before she took me deep, swallowing me whole. My hand rested on the back of her head, coaxing her gently as she bobbed up and down on my pole. Now I looked out down the alley, but I was no longer worried about anyone seeing us. Fuck, I kind of wanted them to see!

“What’s a Prime taste like, baby?” I asked, feeling bold. “Be a good girl and tell me.”

Mira came off me gasping, her face awash with pleasure. “Like… like musk,” she groaned, her eyes unfocused in her bliss. “Like an animal marking its territory. Oh fuck, Nick, I want you to mark me. I want you to mark me so fucking bad…”

Any belief that Mira had been doing all of this solely to activate my Prime powers evaporated as she went down on me even harder, deepthroating me like my own personal whore. I’d literally never been with a woman so clearly into me before—who wanted me so much more badly than I wanted her. I wasn’t entirely sure how to handle it.

Take control, a little voice whispered in the back of my head. It sounded suspiciously like a tiger’s growl. You know she wants you. Now show her how much you want her…

Fuck yes. That sounded great.

With a grunt, I pulled myself from Mira’s mouth. I nearly shot all over her face when I heard the little whimper of frustration that spilled from her lips—like a bratty bimbo being denied her favorite treat. Fuck it was so hot seeing how needy she was!

“No time for foreplay,” I grunted, taking Mira and bending her into the backseat. “Like you said, I’ve gotta fuck you fast. We’ve got a booty date to save.”

“Unngh, oh fuck yes,” Mira whined, the last shreds of guilt at taking control of the situation falling away. “Yeah, fucking use me, stud! It’s a quickie in the back of an alley, don’t think you’ve got to put me on some pedestal and treat me like a princess!”

“Oh, I’ll use you like a princess, alright,” I growled, burying my face against the back of her neck. Her hair smelled like sex and the jungle—a melange of primal spices that drove me wild. “Of a country I’ve just conquered!”

Mira let out a shocked little laugh—which turned to a groan of pleasure as I aimed a swat toward her wiggling backside. She groaned in mingled pleasure and pain, the soft white skin of her rump turning red with my handprint.

“You’re such a little whore,” I said, my tongue well and truly free now. “Showing your bare ass to the whole alley. What would someone say if they came out here and saw me fucking you, hmm? Saw you getting used like a cheap slut in the backseat of your Jeep?”

Whatever Mira thought of that, it didn’t leave her throat. What escaped instead was a primal whine of need, her back arching like the feline she transformed into as she offered her pussy to me. A thin band of striped hair stretched above her mound like the top of an exclamation point, the inner lips pink and glistening.

I mounted her from behind, then grabbed one of her legs and sent it over the side of the Jeep. The posture robbed her of a bit of leverage, but it opened her even wider for me. She lay spread before me, her pussy open for the plundering as I teased her lips and clit with the swollen crown she’d been sucking only moments before.

“How’s it feel to be the King of the Jungle?” Mira whimpered, grinning at me over her shoulder. “Don’t keep me waiting, stud. I’m a cat in heat—this pussy needs to be fucked—”

That was all I needed to hear.

With a roar so deep a casual listener would have thought I’d become a tiger, I thrust forward and impaled Mira’s body on my prick. Her soft, silky folds wrapped around me like a fist as I bottomed out inside of her, stretching nearly all the way to her torso. She was such a tiny thing that it was a miracle she could fit all of me inside of her.

Or maybe that was more of the Primal Talisman’s magic.

Either way, it didn’t matter to me. I wrapped my fingers in her hair, pushing her throat against the headrest as I pounded her pussy like a jackhammer. The Jeep shook around us, quivering back and forth as Mira let out a little squeak of pleasure on each thrust.

The head of my cock hit her g-spot, ringing that special, spongy spot at the bottom of her pussy like a hammer on an anvil. Her legs shook uncontrollably, juice coating her thighs as she slammed herself back on me as hard as she could.

“Mmmh, yeah! Oh fuck, that’s so big! Get inside me, Nick! Get in me!”

I thought I already was in you, I told myself.

Then, slowly, I began to understand.

A pressure built in my brain, like a dam getting ready to burst. The Talisman hanging from my neck rocked back and forth as I fucked her harder, stretching her tight pussy with driving, savage thrusts. I could feel something starting to happen, a pleasure both like and unlike the sex I’d had in the past.

Suddenly, the bubble burst. Energy filled the interior of the Jeep’s cabin, flowing from both Mira and me.

Pleasure like nothing I’d ever experienced before flowed through my veins. My balls slapped against Mira’s thighs, filling the alley with the hard sounds of skin-on-skin.

Mira slammed herself back on me one more time with a high, keening cry, her orgasm washing over her as she climaxed in my arms. She sobbed my name, purring like a kitten and rubbing her face all over my chest in a very cat-like manner as the pleasure infiltrated her.

“You fuck me so good,” she groaned as she came down from her peak, wiping the side of her mouth. “Take me harder, Master! Fuck me as hard as you wanna! Shit, I feel like such a fucking whore!”

No you don’t, the Tiger’s voice smirked in my head. Not yet you don’t!

I pulled out of Mira’s still-spasming slit and pressed the head of my cock against that other, tighter hole. Mira let out a grunt of recognition as the swollen crown teased the outside of her pucker, like a battering ram getting ready to knock down a castle wall.

“Oh shit that’s so dirty,” Mira cried, her eyes rolling back in her head. “That would really make me a slut…”

With a growl that would’ve been at home in the fiercest tiger’s den, I thrust forward and filled her asshole. Mira’s gorgeous rear slid down my cock, the lips of her pucker flexing and stretching around my shaft as I buried it deep in her tightest, most forbidden opening. Her hand played with her pussy, mingling pleasure and pain as I thrust deep into her soft, silky bowels.

When I bottomed out inside of her, Mira came apart completely. “Yes! Oh fuck, I’m such a whore! I’m such a dirty fucking whore!”

I found it hard to disagree with her. After all, she was on all fours in the backseat of her Jeep, getting fucked from behind by a guy she’d only just met. My cock buried deep in her ass while I pulled her hair. She rode it like the horny slut she was, slamming herself back on me harder and harder as the pleasure mounted.

I wasn’t going to last much longer. With any other woman, I’d have pulled out and shot all over her lower back, but this was Mira. This was my woman. I understood on a level more primal than civilization that this woman had given herself to me as an offering, and it would have been disrespectful to not enjoy that to the hilt. Not taking advantage of every bit of pleasure she could give me would have been like spitting in her face.

Which I might try next time I fucked her.

“Here it comes,” I grunted, losing myself in the rhythm of my cock plunging into her pucker. “You’re making me feel so fucking good, Mira! Fuck, I’m coming!”

Mira clenched her cheeks as the first jet of seed erupted in her backdoor, making everything even snugger and warmer around my prick. The friction was incredible—it sent me right over the edge, turned me into an animal as I buried myself as deep into her from behind as I could. Thick ropes of liquid lava erupted from my cock, my balls draining into her ass as she milked me dry.

More of that strange energy infiltrated my body. I kept on coming, long past the point where the pleasure would have stopped, delirious with bliss. My cock swelled inside of Mira, so big and thick I didn’t know how I didn’t tear her right in two.

More animalistic roars tore themselves from my throat, but now there was volume to match. Thick cords of muscle stood out on the arms that held onto Mira’s hips—and yes, there was striped fur.

Tiger’s fur.

As I shot deep inside of Mira, I transformed.

This time, it didn’t stop with my arms and face. My whole body gave in to the power coursing through me. As I pulled out of the gorgeous, dripping blonde I gave myself over to the Beast within, becoming a creature equal parts tiger and man. I felt like I could kill a hundred men—and like I could fuck my way through the biggest sultan’s harem in history at the same time.

Holy shit. Was this what it was like to be an apex predator?

Only as the pleasure came down from its peak did I open my eyes. Thankfully, the alley was still empty. No one had seen our illicit affair—or if they had, they’d wisely decided to keep their distance. Mira’s freshly fucked body remained unseen by anyone but me—which pleased me greatly.

Plus, there was the whole ’transforming into a tiger’ thing to worry about.

Mira turned around in the passenger seat, adjusting her skirt to hide the worst of the mess. “Wow,” she said, rubbing the thick mane of hair caressing my neck. “You’ve jumped right past being aspected. You’ve already achieved wereform! That’s impressive as hell, especially for a first-timer!”

I wanted more information—needed it, in fact. But just then, the clock on the dashboard gave a single loud beep.

11:35. Less than a half-hour until we missed our chance to save Alison.

“Fuck,” Mira grunted, gesturing for me to give her the driver’s seat. “Normally, I like to cuddle a bit after a good, rough fuck like that. But we’re not going to have time. Next time we do this, we’ll make sure we have a bed underneath us so we can take it slow—have some real fun.”

We quickly cleaned up and settled back into the Jeep.

As we pulled out of the alley, heading for the stadium, my head swam. Not just with the thrill of my newfound power, the fact that I was now a weretiger, or that we were about to save Alison and maybe keep the Atlanteans—whoever the fuck they were—from starting an international incident.

No. What thrilled me beyond measure was the fact that Mira already wanted to do this again.


Chapter 6

“First things first,” Mira said, pulling back into traffic. “I’m gonna need you to turn back into a human.”

The request hit me harder than I’d expected. I’d only just fully grasped the power of the Primal Talisman, and now Mira wanted me to let it go? Sure, it was only for a while, but hell—I liked being a tiger. Liked it a lot, in fact. It felt fucking great.

Mira could sense my apprehension. “In this part of town, maybe people would assume I’m into exotic pets,” she said with a chuckle. “But Alison will take one look at you in that form and run away screaming. You won’t be much of a hero if you make her piss herself in fright, Nick.”

She had a point. I couldn’t very well enter the stadium like this—I’d cause an incident long before we made it to Alison and her donors in the sky box.

So with a shrug, I set about trying to release the energy I’d taken into myself while Mira and I fucked in the backseat of her Jeep.

As ever, the Primal Talisman turned out to be the answer. 

I focused my thoughts on it, and the silvery metal of the disc began to ripple against my fur. Letting go of the power felt like pushing away a full buffet plate after not eating all day, but I managed to focus enough discipline to let the Tiger energy coursing through me slip through my fingers. 

“Damn,” Mira said, sounding impressed. Her voice came to me distorted, as if I sat at the bottom of a well. “It took me like a week to figure out how to do that. I was kind of hoping you’d get stuck in wereform—it might actually take that smugness of yours down a peg…” 

I opened my eyes, back in human form. “Not a chance,” I said, even smugger than before now that I knew I could do something it took Mira longer to master. “Fuck, giving that up kinda hurt—but I feel amazing now. Like I could conquer the whole world.” 

“I guess you wouldn’t be a Prime if you didn’t make this look easy,” Mira said, giving me a sideways glance as she drove. “Besides, it’s kind of a turn-on watching you master shit that most guys would spend the rest of the month struggling with.” 

The reminder that my powers turned Mira on made me picture what we’d done in the back seat of her Jeep. It had felt amazing, and combined with the aftereffects of my tiger transformation, I felt high as hell just sitting there. But I felt I needed to put things into their proper context. 

“Yeah, about that,” I said, watching cars disappear in our rear view as we pulled off the city streets and onto the highway. “I should have asked you first before I put it in your ass—” 

“Let me stop you right there,” Mira said, putting her free hand on my chest. The GPS beeped, informing her the exit for the stadium was only a minute or two away. “You’re a Prime, Nick. That means you’ve got to understand a couple of things really, really quickly. The first is this—don’t ever apologize for taking what belongs to you.” 

A shocked laugh escaped my throat. “You’re kidding,” I managed. “You can’t seriously be telling me that if I want your ass, I should just pull out of your pussy and slam it all the way in—” 

“That’s exactly what I’m telling you,” Mira said, cocking one of her eyebrows. “Nothing will turn off a potential mate faster than being indecisive, Nick. Not to mention refusing to just take what you want. Trust me, I’m a tigress—if I didn’t love having you pull my hair while you were burying your dick in my ass, I would’ve just ripped your throat out.” 

The mental image of that was a hell of a thing. “Mate?” I asked, covering the word with a cough. 

The corner of Mira’s mouth rose in a smirk. “Primes traditionally had multiple mates,” she explained. “I don’t have time to go into a lot of details right now, but the main goal of a Prime is to gain mastery over every elemental animal form. Which meant having a shifter with each form at your beck and call.” 

My jaw hit the floor. I tried to picture it—a harem made up of different shifter women, each able to transform into a different animal. Each giving their powers, their magic, their bodies to me. It would have made me weak in the knees if I wasn’t already sitting down. 

“Wow,” I said. 

Mira’s grin widened. “Yep. If you make it out of this in one piece, you might just end up a very lucky guy.” She turned her attention back to the road. “Don’t worry—I’ll be there every step of the way to guide you.” 

Huh? That sounded like one hell of a commitment. A quick fling in the back of Mira’s Jeep was one thing, but it sounded as if she was offering to be a whole hell of a lot more. 

She noticed the expression on my face and smiled. “Getting in on the ground floor of a new Prime is the kind of thing most girls in my position would kill for. I’m absolutely happy to help you take the first steps to building your power and your harem.” Her grin widened. “Especially if it means you keep fucking me like that.” 

God damn. This girl was utterly shameless. 


But that’s what I liked about her, wasn’t it? Like she said, Mira didn’t do the whole song and dance thing when it came to a guy she wanted to be with. I liked how blunt and direct she was—it always drove me crazy when women were evasive and flighty. 

Leaning over, I put a hand on the top of her thigh and gave it a squeeze. 

“Oh, I’m definitely going to have to do that again,” I assured her, pressing my face into her hair. Something about the way Mira smelled drove me wild on a primal level—and now I knew I did the same thing to her. “Next time I won’t be so nice, though.” 

“Nice!?” Mira’s mouth formed an ’O’ of surprise. “My ass is so sore I can barely sit down!” 

“Exactly,” I said. “Next time you won’t be able to sit.” 

Whatever clever rejoinder she had for me died on her lips. Just then, we pulled off the highway and onto the broad thoroughfare surrounding the city’s sports stadium. A single glance at the parking lot was enough to send my heart sinking into my stomach. 

The game hadn’t let out yet. That was perhaps the only advantage we had. Cars filled every available space in the parking lot, some double-parked or sitting in the grass due to the lack of space. The sounds of cheering filled the air—the game between the Tigers and the Panthers had just gone into overtime, and the crowd resolved to make their voices heard. The whole place had the atmosphere of a festival, with people pushed like sardines into the stands as the stadium neared capacity. 

“Damn,” I said, seeing the event with new eyes. “This place is a powder keg waiting to go off.” 

Mira nodded gravely. “We need to get your girlfriend out of here before the Atlanteans show up,” she said, looking around for somewhere to park. “Not to mention that damned locust…” 


I’d begun to learn that not everything surrounding my new awareness was fun and games. Knowing the dark possibilities lurking beneath the surface transformed what should have been a fun Saturday night out into a razor’s edge of anxiety. The people cheering in the stands looked like victims and casualties, almost comically unaware of the chaos that would soon be bearing down on them if we didn’t do something. 

Alison, I thought, my gaze traveling to the top of the stadium. The sky box gleamed near the apex of the concrete structure, the people inside invisible behind tinted glass. Fuck, I wish you’d come down to the parking lot… 

She wouldn’t, however, until the game ended. Which meant we had to get up there. 

Mira parked on the grass and slid her car keys into her cleavage. “You ready to put those powers of yours to some use?” she asked as we got out of the Jeep. 

It didn’t take me long to understand what she meant. Despite the lateness of the evening, the stadium’s security hadn’t fallen to slacking in the slightest. Men in uniforms leaned against the gates to the stands, keeping an eye out for anyone who looked suspicious. Which included us to be sure. 

“You wouldn’t happen to have a couple tickets in that hiding place, would you?” I asked sarcastically, pointing to her cleavage. 

“Nope!” Despite this, Mira looked cheerful. “But that’s no problem. Follow me, Nick.” 

I did. Mira strode right past the guards, heading to the opposite end of the stadium. Here the building’s impressive pedigree looked somewhat stained, seeing as this side of the massive concrete edifice was invisible to the public. Moss and weeds covered the bottom of the stadium, with a small chain-link fence topped with barbed wire as the only security system. 

Mira was already transforming. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” I asked, holding out a hand. 

“Going for a climb,” the blonde said, grinning from ear to ear. “Come on, it’s just like being in the jungle. Let go of that human bullshit, and let’s go get the girl.” 

By the time she made it to the fence, Mira was fully in her tigress form. She jumped the fence in a single bound, then she paced up to the wall and began to climb. Weeds, cracks, moss—all made hand holds for her paws, allowing her to scale the wall the way a tigress would climb a tree in pursuit of prey. 

Mira glanced over her shoulder, her face halfway between a cat’s and a human’s. “You coming?” she asked. 

I shrugged. Alright, Nick, I told myself. Let’s see if you can control this shit. 

I ran for the gate and began to climb. As I did, I let the power of the Talisman flow through me, transforming my body. My fingers lengthened into claws, fur erupting across my skin as sinews of muscle pulsed beneath my arms and legs. Halfway up the fence, I gave up and jumped, landing on the wall right next to Mira. 

“Race you to the top,” I growled, all my human worries and cares dropping away. I understood why Mira was such a blunt, no-bullshit girl now—spending any amount of time in tiger form made you realize just how silly and counterproductive most human hang ups and anxieties were. “Last one there gets fucked in the ass!” 

“I’m holding you to that!” Mira growled, baring her fangs in a vicious grin. “You’re on!” 


Together, the two of us scaled the back of the stadium. We were lucky that the building next door concealed this side of the structure from sight—a casual observer driving by might have crashed their car seeing two tigers scaling the side of the Crest City Sports Arena. 

Mira took the lead at first, more comfortable in her new skin than I was. But the more I climbed, the more strength flowed through my limbs, until I overtook her in two massive, heart-stopping jumps that nearly sent me flying back to the ground. 

“Fuck!” Mira groaned, both worried and turned on to watch me go. “Careful, Nick! You can still break your bones in tiger form!” 

A feline roar left my throat as I continued to make my way up. Halfway to the rim of the stands, a woman caught a glimpse of me through a crack in the stadium wall. She screamed, her eyes going as wide as dinner plates, but her cry of terror was swallowed by the screams of the crowd. 

Home team must be winning, I thought, my paws reaching the edge of the wall. Keep your eyes on the players, people. Pay no attention to the tiger in your midst… 

I let go of the power as I lifted my body over the wall. I was still half man and half tiger as I landed in the stands, but by the time anyone noticed me, I’d gone fully human. A guy with a box of popcorn glared down at me as if trying to figure out where I’d come from, then shrugged and turned his attention back to the game, cheering loudly. 

Mira followed a few moments later. She turned fully human as she jumped over the edge in one smooth motion, less powerful than me but with greater control over her form. 


“Well done,” she conceded, puckering her lips as she helped me to my feet. 

“You owe me more anal,” I said with a shit-eating grin. “But let’s be real—you would’ve given it to me anyway.” 

“Yeah, yeah, let’s just get your girlfriend,” Mira said. “I’ll have to take a raincheck on my dreams of pegging you. Let’s get this done before the Atlanteans get here.” 

We climbed the steps, heading for the sky box. If I’d had a stone, I could have tossed it all the way to the glass. 

“You’re never going to get to do that to me,” I said, still feeling high and loose from my primal transformation. It was like I’d drunk a whole bottle of red wine, but without the drunkenness. I felt free and chill, unworried about anything. “But I wouldn’t mind seeing you give it to Alison with a strap-on. That girl needs to be taken down a peg or two…” 

Mira froze in place, then turned around with a shocked expression. “Did you really just say that?” 

I laughed explosively. “I did.” 

She shook her head. “You really are a Prime,” Mira said, clucking her tongue. “I’m going to have to watch myself around you, Nick. Primes have a way of talking a girl into doing just about anything…” 

That was one hell of a nice thought to carry me into the sky box. The VIP zone was remarkably undefended for how much security the stadium had otherwise. Only a single security guard stood by the door, staring down at his phone as he played some game instead of working. His suit and tie couldn’t hide the muscles beneath the fabric—this guy was a heavy bruiser, the kind of man who played linebacker for the university’s football team. 

He glanced up at the two of us as we tried to push past. “Hey, registered guests only. This is a private event—” 

Somehow I couldn’t muster up the energy to come up with an excuse. “We’re expected,” I grunted, shoving the man against the wall with surprising strength. “The hot girl in there’s waiting for me to come pick her up.” 

The man’s eyes went wide as he slammed into the wall. I could tell he hadn’t expected this—for a guy half his size to slam him out of the way as if he wasn’t even there. “Hey! Stop that—” 

But we were already inside. The sky box was smaller than I’d expected, just three rows of extremely comfortable looking seats overlooking the center of the stadium. Behind them sat two catered tables of food and drink, bottles of liquor jockeying for space with plates of hors d’oeuvres and finger foods. 

My stomach gave a very undignified rumble at the sight. For the first time, I wondered how much these transformations might be altering my metabolism—I felt as if I hadn’t eaten in weeks. 

A dozen or so high-value donors from the museum sat watching the game, cheering along and making asides to each other. None of them turned as I entered, their attention focused completely on the game. Behind the rows, looking startled at our approach, was Alison. 

She had two flutes of champagne in her hand and looked to be in the middle of bringing drinks to a couple of the old men watching the game. Up here, she looked to be in her element. She was a born hostess, sweet talking and serving and milking the donors for as much money as humanly possible. Having me show up in the middle of that put a serious crimp in the evening—which was probably why she nearly dropped the glasses at the sight of me. 

“Nick?”  

Two of the men in the back row glanced my way, hearing the surprise in Alison’s voice. 

“What are you doing here?” she asked. 

I opened my mouth to speak when the security guard slammed into me from behind. He’d intended it to be a tackle, but with my enhanced strength, his lunge barely budged me. For him, it was like trying to knock over a brick wall. 

“He’s just leaving, ma’am,” the guard said, sounding shocked. “Jesus, he’s strong though…” 

Alison held up a hand. “It’s okay,” she said quickly. “I know this guy. He works for the museum.” 

“Well why didn’t you say so?” The guard gave me a seriously peeved look. “This could have all been handled a lot easier, pal.” 

I shrugged. “It’s none of your business,” I snapped. 

He reared back a bit, and behind him, I saw Mira smile knowingly. 

It’s the beast in me, I thought, something in the back of my brain chuckling and shaking its head. Mira seems pretty fucking happy to see the new me… 

“Thank you so much for your assistance,” Alison said, hopping into the fray. She flashed a model-perfect smile at the security guard as she smooth-talked him back to the door of the sky box, diffusing the situation in the way only someone well trained in public relations could. It didn’t hurt that she was cute as hell, and the guard clearly didn’t mind taking orders from her. 

Once he was gone, Alison turned back to me. “Alright, that was close,” she said, looking less than thrilled. “You’re lucky you didn’t just get thrown out of here, Nick. What the hell are you doing here?” 


One of the men in the box seats perked up, leaning over the headrest. “Hey, sweetheart?” he asked, snapping his fingers. “I’m waiting for that second drink!” 

My vision flashed red at the sight of this decrepit loser bossing my woman around. No matter that Alison wasn’t officially my woman, or that this guy had way more money and power than I did. Something primal moved inside me, something that wanted to take ownership of a beauty like Alison as quickly as possible. 

I lunged toward the man—and felt Mira’s hand on my chest. 

“She’ll be with you in just a second,” the short blonde said breezily, flashing a smile of her own. “A little emergency’s just come up.” 

The man grumbled, but one look at me and he decided he’d better not push things. 

“Just make it snappy,” he grunted, turning back around to watch the game. 

Mira leaned in close. “A little alpha male asshole is good,” she purred, lifting herself up on tiptoes in her heels so that her lips grazed my chin. “But too much of it, and you’ll get us thrown in the slammer, Nick. You’ve got to know when to go beast mode and when to hold back.” 

She was right. Shit. 

“I’m learning,” I said, sliding my hands around Mira’s waist. She didn’t stop me—if anything, she ground herself against me a bit, her own hands guiding me closer to her ass. “Good thing I have one hell of a teacher.” 

“Um, Nick!?” 

I turned to look at Alison. She looked as if she’d swallowed something that didn’t agree with her. Her eyes kept darting between me and Mira as if she’d never seen me before. Or like she was looking at me for the first time, and realizing the real me didn’t match her mental picture at all. 

“Who is this?” Alison asked mildly, narrowing her eyes at Mira. 

Awkward, I thought. But was it? My bluntness extended even toward my feelings for Alison. Why lie to her? 

“This is Mira,” I said, squeezing the blonde’s hips. “She really got me out of a jam tonight. That’s what I came to talk to you about, actually. We have to get out of here before the game ends. You’re in danger—” 

“Uh huh.” Alison cut me off, apparently not hearing any further than my first sentence. “You only just met this girl tonight, you tell me.” 

“Um, yeah?” Mira and I shared a look. 

“And you’re holding her like that?” 

Mira laughed as comprehension dawned on her face. “Oh, that,” the blonde said, nibbling her crimson bottom lip. “Yeah, I’m Nick’s mate. I can’t keep his hands off me—and when he smells this good, honestly, I don’t want to!” 

All the color drained from Alison’s face. “You’re his what!?” she asked, sounding pissed off now. 

Great. “Look, I can explain all this later—once we’re safe. Which we are very much not right now. We’ve got to get out of here before something terrible happens…” 

Another guy got up from his seat and made his way to the table of snacks. This one was a little younger and more spry than his fellows, though he still looked old enough to be my grandfather. 


“Are these two bothering you, honey bunch?” he asked, his tone a sickly wheeze. 

“No, it’s fine,” Alison said, slipping into that PR-perfect smile. Then, turning back to me, she added, “Thank you for thinking of me, but I’m not going anywhere. If you wanted to cancel our date tonight, you could have just left me a note at the museum or something. You didn’t need to bring some other woman with you and rub my face in it…” 

“You’re not listening to Nick,” Mira said, getting in Alison’s face. “This isn’t about your stupid date, you dumb dumb! This whole stadium’s about to go apeshit if we don’t get out of here in the next few minutes!” 

Just from the look on Alison’s face, I could tell this was getting nowhere. We’d run out of time to convince her—which meant I needed to do something drastic. 

I felt for the Primal Talisman beneath my shirt and tugged it over the collar, holding it out in Alison’s view. 

She stared at it and did a double take. “That’s the thing you were trying to inventory at the museum,” she said, her brows furrowing together. “Wait, you stole a relic from the museum?” 

“I didn’t steal it,” I said. “It… it bonded with me, Alison. You don’t understand—the museum was attacked tonight. I just barely got out alive!” 

Alison wasn’t hearing it. “You’re a fucking thief!” she snapped, taking a step backward as she put her hands on her hips. “Look, I won’t tell the museum about this, but you have to leave. Now. There’s a lot of money in this room, and you’re threatening the museum’s donations for the next quarter—” 

But all of a sudden, all of that money ceased to matter. 

A cry rose from the crowd—the tenor of which felt different from any of the cheering we’d heard on our climb to the box seats. Out on the field, the Crest City Tigers had just scored the game-winning field goal kick against the Poictesme Panthers, clinching the victory in overtime. 

No one in the stands saw the celebration, however. Their gaze was dominated by the thing on the fifty-yard line. 

“For fuck’s sake,” I groaned, staring down through the glass. “It’s back!” 

The locust had taken the field. 


Chapter 7

Alison stared down at the football field, disbelief spreading across her face. “That’s what you’re afraid of?” she asked, sounding on the verge of laughter. “That’s just a mascot, Nick. The teams are celebrating the end of the game—” 

Then the ’mascot’ reached over and casually bit a cheerleader’s head off. 

A spray of arterial blood arced into the air, so bright it could be seen from the nosebleed seats. As the twitching body of the cheer captain collapsed to the ground in a spreading puddle of blood, the players remaining on the field began to run. Screams of horror filled the crowd as they realized what they were seeing was no celebration prank—something horrible had taken the field. 

“Oh my God,” Alison said in a tiny voice. She swayed on her feet, on the edge of passing out. “Holy shit…” 

I wrapped an arm around her waist. “I tried to warn you,” I told her, lifting her off her feet. The old me would have had to grunt and strain to hold Alison upright—but with the Primal Talisman against my chest, she felt like a pillow in my arms. “Let’s get the fuck out of here!” 

“Agreed,” Mira said, sounding grateful. 

Out on the field, more creatures surrounded the locust, calling orders to each other as they spread into the stands. For a long moment, my brain refused to classify them as anything but mascots wearing suits—but no mascots wore outfits that realistic. Those were real creatures down on the field: real bears, wolves, and lions. 

I didn’t have to ask Mira why they were here. The answer hung around my neck. 

At least one of the men in the box seats hadn’t noticed the carnage unfurling below. The guy who’d treated Alison like a waitress when he asked for a drink rose from his seat, apparently quite upset to see me keeping his hostess from falling over. 

“Hey buddy, get your hands off her,” he snarled, sounding as tiny as he was ugly. “We paid handsomely to be waited on by her tonight—” 

Fuck it, I thought. This whole place is about to go to Hell anyway. 

I slugged the man in the face. 

He staggered backward, his nose snapping like a twig. Blood poured from his nostrils as he lost his balance, tipping over the back of his chair and landing in the floor between two of the rows. Two of his fellows helped him up, but neither looked like they wanted to mess with me. They were smarter than him. 

“Jesus!” Mira said, looking impressed. “You really are a different person, aren’t you?” 

“I am,” I said, looking in amazement at my own fist. I really, really am… 

Down on the field, the locust charged. It shredded men before it like a thresher through wheat, the few security guards who dared try to stop it cleaved neatly in two. 

Despite the beatdown I’d given the monster back at the museum, it looked bigger and badder than before—as if the act of healing had somehow caused it to evolve, patching up whatever weaknesses I’d exploited. Even from up here, I could see it probably stood ten feet tall, with thick rings of chitinous material like iron bands around its claws and thorax. 

Last time I’d kicked the locust’s ass. This time, I wasn’t so sure of my ability to do so. 

We left the sky box before any more of the old men up there could start something. 

Outside, the stands were in pure chaos. Guests who’d only minutes before were drinking and celebrating the home team’s victory were in the midst of trampling each other, stomping on backs and hands in their haste to escape the now-dangerous situation. Long streaks of blood stained the astroturf where cheerleaders and players had been caught in the maelstrom, with arms and limbs spread around like party favors. 

The locust was pissed. Its segmented eyes whirled in every direction, hoping for a sign of its prey. I had no doubt that the moment it caught sight of me, it’d be on me like white on rice. 

We had to get away before then. 

Strangely enough, the locust didn’t bother the other shifters. Those beastial troops moved in a more orderly fashion, dividing the stadium neatly into sections and corralling the few civilians unlucky enough to be caught in the crossfire out of the building. No doubt more of the creatures waited outside, ready to pounce the moment Mira, Alison, and me were flushed out. 

“You ready to use those powers of yours?” Mira asked, confirming my suspicions. “We’re not getting out of here without a fight, Nick. The Atlanteans have tracked you and your little midnight snack to the stadium. They’re not leaving without her and the disc in custody—or in body bags.” 

My teeth grit together like whetstones at the thought. 

“That’s not happening,” I grunted, adjusting Alison on my shoulder. 


The caveman-carry I had her in thrust her ass into the air, her pencil skirt hiking up the curve of her waist. It was a struggle not to give that round, perfect booty a slap—but I had bigger things to worry about for the moment. Showing Alison my more dominant side could wait until later. 

“I know,” Mira said, nodding at the half-comatose Alison. “She’s going to freak the fuck out when she sees us, though.” 

That felt like a certainty. I grabbed Alison and sat her down on a nearby bench, then leaned in close and did my best to block out the chaos of the stadium around us. 

“Alison,” I whispered, cupping her chin and tilting her face toward me. “Look at me.” 

“Nick?” Her eyes were unfocused; I’d seen this reaction before in people who’d had car accidents or watched something awful happen right in front of them. Alison hadn’t been touched, but she looked like she was going into shock. “Oh Nick, this place is awful! I was going to have coffee with you tonight… What the fuck happened?” 

“We can still have that coffee,” I assured her with a smile. “But you’re going to have to just kind of roll with the next few minutes, Allie. Okay? A lot of weird stuff is going to happen, but I promise you, I’m going to get you out of here in one piece. You understand me?” 

She nodded. “Okay.” 

“Do you trust me?” 

A faint smile spread across Alison’s face. “Of course I do, Nick.” 

I matched it with one of my own. “Good. Because I need you to climb onto my back.” 


Before Alison could ask me how exactly she was supposed to do that, I grabbed hold of the Primal Talisman and transformed. This time, reaching for the Tiger within felt easier than the previous times—all I had to do was close my eyes and grab hold of all my primal instincts at once. Muscles erupted beneath my fur, my face going all feline as what Mira had called my ’wereform’ took hold. 

All my senses sharpened, the world snapping into a brighter focus than before. A guy could really get used to this, I thought, looking around the sports stadium with new eyes. 

Even from this distance, I could pick out individual targets as if they were on a high resolution screen—like the stadium’s jumbotron. Down on the field, two security guards had tasers at the ready and had mounted a foolish bid to shock the locust into some kind of stupor. Electricity crackled against the monster’s skin, but it only seemed to make it stronger as it tore out the first officer’s throat, leaving the second to scream and run before slipping in a puddle of blood. My enhanced senses let me hear the snap of the guard’s ankle like a coke can being crushed, right before the locust pounced on the poor man and tore him two new assholes. 

Then, its face covered in blood, the locust peered up into the stands. 

And saw me. 

A high-pitched whine filled the arena, loud enough to break glass. 

“That’s our cue to get the fuck out of here!” Mira growled, dropping to all fours as she transformed. “Either get that girl on your back or carry her in your jaws, Nick! Either way, we’ve got to move!” 

Mira didn’t need to tell me twice. I bit down gently into Alison’s thigh, one tooth tearing through the fabric of her pencil skirt, then tossed her into the air and onto my back. She landed with a thud, her fingers digging into my fur as she reflexively grabbed at me to steady herself. 

Before she could utter a cry of protest, I was on the move. Down on the playing field, the few shifters who hadn’t moved into the stands stood pointing and screaming, trying to organize their fellows for the attack. 

The locust wasn’t having any of it. It wanted a rematch, and it wanted it bad. 

The thing charged across the field like a quarterback making the run of his life, keeping pace with us as we raced down the stands. Seats flew by, most covered in gore, while the locust almost calmly matched my strides. 

A wolf leapt just over my head, its jaws snapping in Alison’s face. The girl let out a squeal and buried her head in my neck fur, shutting her eyes tight against the terror. I couldn’t really blame her. If I was trapped in human form, utterly powerless, I might have done the same thing. 

But I was anything but helpless. 

As the wolf shifter came around for another pass, I lifted a paw and grabbed him by the throat. My stride never broke as I ran—each step slammed the shifter into the seats next to me, skipping him across the surface like a pebble thrown across a lake. On the third bounce, I heard something crack inside of him, and he went still. 

“The wall of the stadium’s just up ahead!” Mira cried, glancing over her shoulder at me. “We jump to the parking lot, get in the Jeep, and get the fuck out of here—” 


A bear collided with the tigress, sending her sprawling. 

Shit! Mira fell behind me, dazed from the assault. 

The bear shifter straddled two rows of stands, roaring and beating his chest. Meanwhile, the locust moved like it had a tracking device strapped around its chin. The monster wanted me, and I felt pretty sure it didn’t even care about the Primal Talisman at this point. It wouldn’t stop until it ripped my throat out. 

Safety lay a single jump away, down five stories on the other side of the stadium wall. But leaping away would leave Mira by herself, all alone to face down the shifters and the locust. Could I really do that to a girl like her? 

Not one who’d just given me anal. 

I ran for the wall as if I made to jump over it. One of the shifters still on the field yelled, and the great black bear standing over Mira turned around and leapt for me, intent on keeping me from fleeing the stadium. 

What he didn’t know was that I didn’t have the slightest intention of leaving. 

At the last moment, I dropped my head and did a one-eighty, plowing through the stands. Metal bent and snapped around me as I climbed, racing back toward Mira’s prone body as fast as I was able. But the bear, so much larger and more ungainly than I was, couldn’t stop himself. 

He careened toward the lip of the stadium and sailed right over. At that height, a slip and fall wouldn’t kill him—but it would probably take him out of the fight for at least a few minutes. 

Mira lay just before me, struggling to rise. Her remark about carrying Alison in my jaws came back to my head, and I realized I could do just that. With one girl on my back and the other in my mouth, we could be out of here in moments. Then all we’d have to do is find Mira’s Jeep and get driving. 

A shadow blocked out the stadium lights. The locust landed between me and Mira’s body, its eyes swiveling madly in their sockets. 

“You again,” I growled, feeling more like a tiger than ever before. “Don’t you know when you’ve been beaten, man? Get the fuck away from my mate!” 

The locust lowered its head and let out another one of those ear-piercing shrieks. The stands around me rattled like tambourines before the monster’s aural assault. If I still had hands, I would have thrown them over my ears. 

The noise snapped Alison out of her shock. I felt her head lift, peering at the locust close up for the first time. Then she screamed like a horror movie star, her fingers digging into my fur so hard I nearly bled. 

“Help!” Alison yelled, looking around the stadium as if the cavalry might be arriving any moment to save her. “Someone help us! Help!” 

“There’s no one here but me,” I said firmly. “Hang the fuck on, Allie. I’d really hate to leave you behind.” 

I felt her gasp. “You’d better not!” she begged, her bottom lip trembling at the sight of the locust. “Please, Nick—I know I was a bitch to you up there, but please don’t hold it against me! I just didn’t know you were coming—” 

“Shut. The fuck. Up.” I said, focusing on the locust. I was going to need all my senses as sharp as possible to beat this fucker a second time. 


Alison’s jaw snapped shut. I could smell that she was a little surprised by her own obedience—and more than a little turned on, as well. A natural submissive? I thought, intrigued. I’ll have to explore that a little later. 

Then, tucking the thought in the back of my mind, I faced the locust. Again. 

Even the shifters in the arena gave us a wide berth. I had no idea if the Atlanteans had brought the locust with them or not, but they apparently wanted to be in its crosshairs even less than I did. They stopped their assault for the moment, waiting to see how the conflict between me and the creature would go. 

The locust circled me warily, as if its last defeat had given it a hint of caution. As I climbed the stands up a level, I was painfully aware of Alison on my back. All the creature would have to do is get a good, solid hit on me and she’d be dead. The woman stretched across my fur was the opposite of body armor—a massive weak point for the locust to focus on. Would it? 

It tilted its head back on its segmented neck and let out another one of those shrill battle cries. Then, as the high, piercing note died down, it leapt into the air and struck. 

Its claws came down like axes, wielded with no more finesse than a lumberjack chopping wood. The locust wasn’t interested in a flashy, drawn out fight—it wanted to kill. To spill my blood and finish the job it started in the museum. 

The Talisman around my neck hummed as I dodged to the side, the chitinous claws striking just next to my flank. Alison screamed and held me tighter, her chin digging into the top of my skull. I wished I had the time to ask her to knock it off, but my entire attention had to be on the monster. Dodging, ducking, diving. Keeping outside of its range, to keep Alison safe. 

I waited for my moment to strike and reverse the balance of power. 

It didn’t come. 

The locust was taking no chances. It tore up the stands beneath it, tossing them at me from afar before jackhammering forward with those claws, ripping through leather and steel alike as it pushed the advantage. Two instances where I could have traded a glancing blow for a chance to bite through its neck occurred, one after the other, but in both Alison would have been speared through by the monster’s claws. 

I kept backing away, gaining distance as the thing charged. There was no elegance to our duel, no mutual respect—just the anger of a creature intent on killing and the caution of one who couldn’t take so much as a single hit. 

The frustration mounted the longer the fight went on. I could feel the shifters on the field getting nervous, and a few of them took hesitant steps into the stands to help the locust strike the killing blow. If their boldness allowed two or three of them to join the monster in its fight, I was finished. I barely managed to avoid getting Allie killed as it was. 

The locust lowered its head and charged. This time, I met it head on, rearing back on my hind legs to keep Alison protected. The beast and I grappled like wrestlers, me trying to pin the insect and crush it like… well, like a bug, and it trying to get those claws into my soft underbelly. 

Its eyes moved inches from my face. This close up, the locust looked seriously creepy. I felt my skin crawl just from touching it and longed to get away, to run— 

Something jumped over my head. A weight lifted from between my shoulders, and I realized Alison was gone. 


“I’ll take that!” a female voice growled, its notes distorted through a feline voice box. It was Mira, limping on one leg, who’d snatched Allie off of my back and onto hers. The co-ed clung to Mira’s fur with as much tenacity as she’d shown me, her fingers knotted around the orange and black stripes. “Go for broke, Nick! You don’t have to look out for anyone but yourself now!” 

I turned back to the locust and saw new emotion dawning in its insectoid brain. 

That’s right, fucker, I thought, giving the creature my most savage grin. It’s a whole new goddamn ballgame! 

Now it was my turn to press the offensive. The locust reared backward, shredding seats beneath its claws as it suddenly found itself thrown onto the backfoot. Up on two legs, I moved almost like a human as I jumped to the side, grabbed hold of a section of the stands and rode them downward, cutting the locust off at the knees. 

The monster let out a cry of pain, its scythe like arms tearing at the empty air in front of it. I didn’t know if a creature that green could see red, but it wouldn’t have surprised me. 

More power flowed through my veins as I closed the distance between me and the locust. From somewhere far behind me, I could hear Mira and Alison coaxing me on, like I was the quarterback and the two of them were my own personal cheerleading squad. They would have looked good in the uniforms, for sure. 

Then, they were gone. They’d hightailed it out of here and left me alone. I wasn’t sure where the hell they’d gotten to, but at least they’d likely be safe. 

Even so, their encouraging cheers before they’d left had given me the strength I needed to press the advantage. We traded blows for what felt like minutes before I found my opening. I slammed one massive paw into the side of the locust’s head, nearly gouging one of its bulging eyes from the socket. It barely had time to react before the second hit it from the other side, slamming into its torso with bone-rattling force. Okay, it didn’t have bones, exactly, but you know what I mean. 


The locust stayed upright for another moment, then toppled over. The mesh fence that kept stray balls from flying into the stands tangled around the thing’s body as it tumbled, keeping it from rising. It lay beneath me, chittering madly as it tried to cut through the thick strands with its restricted claws. 

“Got you now, fucker,” I snarled, lifting myself onto two legs and roaring like the King of the fucking Jungle. “This time, I won’t stop at a bite. You’re fucking dead—” 

Three shifters landed around the locust, as if they’d just been biding their time to strike. Two bears and a wolf locked eyes with me, sinister looks of glee on their faces, and I realized all at once that this had never been a fair fight. These assholes had been sitting by, watching me tire myself out taking down the locust. Waiting for their chance to swoop in and finish me off. 

“Not fair,” I snarled, looking from one shifter to the next like I’d just seen someone pull out a stack of hidden money in Monopoly. “Who the hell are you people, anyway? Are you Atlanteans? Or do you just work for those assholes?” 

“Give us the Talisman,” the wolf shifter grunted. He was both bigger and older than the one I’d broken across the back of the stands, with his broad back covered in old scars. “Hand over the Primal Talisman and you may live.” 

For a half-second, I considered it. But give up this new life and hand the thing over like a coward? Leave the mystery of the Primal Talisman unsolved? Probably never score with Mira again? 


“Not a chance,” I spat, backing away a step. “It’s mine!” 

The three shifters shared a look. “Then die,” the wolf said, like he’d expected this to be the answer all along. 

As the trio made to flank me, the stands beneath our feet rumbled. For a few moments, we all froze, anticipating an earthquake—then I realized where the noise was coming from. The big double doors on the home team side of the field, where the players made their big entrance before the game. 

Those doors buckled inward like the stadium was under siege. An instant later they slammed open, a vehicle tearing ass across the field like it was pursued by demons. As I realized what I was looking at, I realized that was indeed the truth. 

Mira’s Jeep cut through the bloody field, with the woman herself driving. Alison lay in the back seat, clinging on for dear life as the vehicle went up on two wheels as it skidded across a pool of blood. 

“Nick!” Mira cupped her hands around her mouth. “Come on!” 

I needed no math to gauge the distance of the jump. My pure, primal instincts gave me all the knowledge I needed. 

“Well, gentlemen, it’s been fun,” I said, nodding at the trio of shifters and the tied-up, screeching locust. “But I’ll have to wait until next time to put you all out of your misery. Looks like my bad bitches need me!” 

The trio snarled and lunged for me, each hitting a different angle to try and cut off all escape routes. But they underestimated my power—not to mention the pure, savage power of my stance. 

Tigers never skipped leg day. 

I sailed over the shifter’s heads, watching in delight as they collided with each other in mid-air like something out of a Three Stooges cartoon. The power inside of me released as I landed on the Jeep’s roof, slipping in through the open space where the passenger side door would be on a more traditional car. By the time my ass hit the seat, I was fully human again—with the Primal Talisman around my neck, clutched in my hand. 

“Drive!” I commanded, gesturing at the big-ass hole Mira had torn in the stadium’s architecture. “Before they let that thing back up!” 

Mira took aim at the hole and gunned it. The Jeep tore out of the stadium and into the parking lot, leaving tire tracks covered in blood across the asphalt. 

We’d escaped. 


Chapter 8

No one said anything as Mira pulled back onto the highway. We were too exhausted to speak. 

After the vicious fight against the locust and the shifters, my powers felt as if they’d reached their absolute limits. Maybe later, with enough practice, I’d be able to master even greater forms of the elemental animals (or whatever Mira called them). But for now, it was hard enough to keep my eyes open. I leaned back in the passenger seat, the wind whipping through the open cab of the Jeep as Mira drove. 

A news program played on the radio, barely audible over the wind. “Our top story tonight: Crest Commonwealth’s Homecoming game became a sight of chaos this evening, as hooligans dressed in animal costumes appeared to assault ticket-holders…” 

Mira switched off the radio. “The spin’s already begun, I see,” she said wryly, shaking her head. 

In the backseat, Alison sat up. “That’s not what happened at all,” the co-ed muttered, looking gobsmacked. “There was a monster on the field! Those weren’t hooligans—they were some kind of… of werewolves…” 

“They’re called shifters,” Mira said, looking at Alison in the rear view mirror. “And your boyfriend and I happen to be them, too, so I wouldn’t go denigrating them too much. Especially when we just saved your life.” 

Alison wasn’t listening. She’d yet to fully reckon with the shock of the carnage at the stadium. “They can’t just lie about all that! People died back there!” 


“They can and they will,” Mira said gravely. “They’ve done it before, and they’ll do it again. The media, the government, even Hollywood—the Atlanteans have their fingers in every pie. They make sure the truth about shifters never comes out—no matter how many bodies they’ve got to bury to do it. And they have the supernatural ability to make sure that everyone believes their lies. Just you wait—it won’t be long until you start questioning what you saw yourself.” 

Sobering words. 

“Nick?” Alison asked, her voice quavering. 

The sound of it set off all my protective instincts at once. 

“Yes, babe?” I asked, not worried about using a diminutive for her. I’d made my feelings well and truly known by this point. 

Alison blushed. “Can you… Can you come back here?” she asked, looking awkwardly at Mira. “I’m just kind of freaked out right now, and… and I could really, really use you holding me…” 

“Go on, hero,” Mira said with a grin. “I’ve got my eyes on the road. You comfort the needy.” 

Unbuckling my seatbelt, I climbed into the back along with Alison. The moment I was back there, she embraced me and put her face against my chest, sobbing heavily. 

“Oh God, it was so awful,” she whimpered, holding onto me tightly. “All those people! What did they want, Nick? What could those monsters possibly be after?” 

My eyes met Mira’s in the rear view mirror, and she nodded. 


“You,” I said, tilting Alison’s chin to me. “And this.” 

I took the disc of the Primal Talisman from underneath my shirt and let Alison hold it—after all, it was still attached to my neck by the thong. She ran a finger across the silver, frowning at each of the tiny symbols around the artifact’s edge. 

“I thought this thing was a joke,” she said in an awestruck tone, shaking her head. “That Professor Wilkins was trying to haze you…” 

“It’s real,” I assured her, a little laugh escaping me. “There’s a lot of things I thought were made up before tonight that have turned out to be real, actually.” 

“That’s impossible,” Alison said, still trying to make what she’d seen tonight fit into her old conception of the world. “The card that came with that relic says it came from Mu! That’s, like, comic book stuff. H.P. Lovecraft territory, not real science…” 

“Like people who turn into animals?” I asked, teasing her a bit. 

Her hand stroked my chin, the fingers dropping to grip a handful of my shirt. “You turned into a tiger,” she whispered, sounding amazed. “A fucking tiger—and you saved my life. Nick, I was so mad at you when you showed up in the sky box in the middle of the game, but if you hadn’t, I’d be dead…” 

“Shhh,” I said, putting a finger to her lips. The old me would never have been so bold as to silence Alison, but the old me was gone. Besides, I liked the new me a whole hell of a lot better. “All that’s over now. You’re safe with me and Mira. I’ll take care of you, babe. You can trust me to protect you.” 

Alison gave a little shudder and pressed herself closer against me. With my new senses, I could smell just how turned on she was, but I knew she didn’t want to give herself over to it just yet. Instead, she glanced at the front seat as if reminding herself another woman was in the car with us. One who wasn’t shy about admitting she’d fucked me. 


“Where are we going, anyway?” Alison asked, her lips puckering. “You said we were heading somewhere safe, but it seems to me that there isn’t anywhere in the city that’s safe from those monsters.” 

Mira flipped on her turn signal, moved to the left-hand lane to pass a slow moving car, then switched back just as quickly. 

“It’ll be safe,” she assured us both. “Don’t worry about it.” 

Alison didn’t sound convinced. “They tracked Nick and me down in a stadium full of thousands of people,” she said, her fingers digging into my sides. “What will stop them from finding whatever hiding place you’re sending us to?” 

I had to admit, I hadn’t thought of that. Alison made an extremely good point. As long as the Atlanteans—or whatever shifters worked for the Atlanteans—could track me by the Primal Talisman, I’d never be truly safe. Not until I made a stand and wiped them out, once and for all. 

If only they hadn’t protected that overgrown locust at the last minute. I’d have felt a whole lot safer with that creature dead and gone. 

To my surprise, Mira looked almost as if she were about to laugh at the question. 

“Well, actually it’s the smell,” she admitted with a chuckle. “It’ll mask the three of us. The Atlanteans won’t be able to pierce it—so we’ll be safe from their attempts to locate the Talisman. It’s what’s kept me safe for so long!” 

“The smell?” Alison asked, aghast. “What, are you taking us to a garbage dump?” 

“A zoo, actually,” Mira said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “The Crest City Zoo. I work there—I’m a zookeeper. When I’m not burglarizing museums or facing off against ten foot tall insects, that is.” 

“That… makes a lot of sense,” I admitted, watching her from the backseat. The headlights of a car moved left to right across the windshield, reflecting off the rear view mirror for a brief moment. “You can turn into a tigress at will. I’m sure being part animal yourself makes dealing with them in the real world a lot easier.” 

“Everyone’s part animal,” Mira said with a wry smile. “Some of us are just a little bit more than others. But yeah, it’s a good gig. I like it a lot.” 

Part of me wanted to ask why it was exactly that a well-respected zookeeper would break into the Crest City Museum of Fine Arts in the middle of the night to try and steal one of the museum’s latest additions. 

And even more than that, I longed to ask her how she knew the Primal Talisman was there in the first place. If I hadn’t been there, working late at night to decipher its mysteries, the last few days of Mira’s life would be very different. 

But I sensed it would have been a mistake to push. Mira might like me a whole hell of a lot—fuck, she might already have been referring to herself as my ’mate’. But there were some secrets she didn’t look ready to reveal. 

At least not with Alison in earshot, in any case. 

Speaking of which, Alison sensed that I’d been giving her less attention as I spoke to Mira. I don’t know if she felt threatened by the gorgeous, tiny woman so willing to proclaim herself my sexual partner, but Alison seemed even more turned on by me than she’d been when she made our ’date’. Her hands went everywhere, feeling my abs beneath my shirt as if she wanted to remind herself of their solidity. Like she wanted to be one hundred percent sure I would always protect her. 


“This is completely insane,” Alison murmured, resting her face against my shoulder. “Shifters, Atlanteans… fuck, if you told me this was all the plot of some superhero movie, I’d tell you the plots were starting to get a little ridiculous.” She beamed up at me, batting her long eyelashes and nibbling her bottom lip. “Thank you for saving my life, Nick.” 

“You’re welcome,” I said, pressing a hand to her lower back. “So… are you still up for that coffee?” 

Her laugh was raucous and musical. “I’m up for a whole hell of a lot more than that,” she purred, pulling me closer. “I thought you were this shy, nerdy guy, Nick. I had no idea there was a fucking alpha male tiger inside you waiting to get out...” 

As Alison spoke, she leaned all the way down to the cushions of the backseat, dragging me along for the ride. Her lips parted in the anticipation of a kiss, one of her legs parting and snaking around my lower back to pull me in closer. This girl clearly knew what she wanted—and if she found the idea of fooling around in the backseat with another woman driving to be too extreme, the adrenaline still pumping in her bloodstream overrode her common sense. 

Alison lay beneath me, her hair spread out in a messy hazel halo around her head. She gazed up at me with a devoted giggle, pulling me in for a kiss. And maybe more. 

I didn’t get to find out. 


As I leaned in, I noticed the black van trailing a respectable distance behind our Jeep. 

Normally, it would have just been a part of the background—black-on-black, another car in a sea of them. But with my heightened senses, I noticed something strange about the vehicle. 

The person driving it had the head of an eagle. And they were holding something metallic and shiny out the side of the window. 

“Fuck,” I grunted, letting Alison drop to the backseat. “Mira, we’ve got company!” 

Mira glanced in the rear view mirror, her eyes narrowing as she saw what I saw. “They followed us from the stadium,” she surmised, blowing a lock of blonde hair out of her face in a frustrated manner. “These fuckers just don’t give up, do they?” 

Mira hit the gas, accelerating the Jeep way beyond the speed limit. As we pulled away, whatever attempt the black van’s driver had been making to fit in with the rest of traffic evaporated. He sped up right along with us—and as he did, an identical black van shot into the left lane from behind him, coming up fast. 

This van’s driver had the head of a lizard, with frills around the neck like one of those spitting dinosaurs from Jurassic Park. I’d never liked those things, and I liked the driver of the van even less. 

Alison tried to sit up. Her thigh rubbed against my lower back, as if her body still ached to pull me between her legs. 

“What’s going on?” she asked, her eyes heavy-lidded with need. Her head slowly turned to stare at the twin black vans bearing down on us, and those eyes widened in surprise. “Is that more of those monsters?” 

“Get down,” I growled, pushing Alison gently to the floor. It felt a little mean, but she needed to keep her head down—in a fight like this, she’d be worse than useless. Her humanity made her a liability. “Stay down. Let me handle this.” 

She didn’t say anything as she curled up in the backseat, but her eyes told me everything I needed to know. Keep me safe, that gaze begged. Be my protector. My King. Please… 

I knew exactly what my reward would be if I succeeded. With a final wink for Alison, I climbed back into the front seat with Mira. As she put the pedal to the metal, I scanned the highway for any other threats or opportunities we might be able to use. 

“They’re coming up fast,” I said, watching the vans approach. They shot into opposite lanes, flanking us from either side. Any cars near ours either wised up quick and pulled over to the side, or slowed down to let the black vans overtake them. No one wanted to be near this—the other drivers on the road could sense trouble brewing. 

“You’re damned right,” Mira growled, spitting out the driver’s side window. “The Atlanteans must truly be desperate to operate right out in the open like this. They’re usually a lot more discreet about this sort of thing!” 

Just then, the van on our left reached us. The door in the side opened, revealing two shifters kneeling in the shadowed interior of the vehicle. Both of them held vicious looking rifles. 

“Get down!” Mira screamed, jerking the wheel to the side. Both of us ducked as a hail of bullets peppered the Jeep, pinging against the doors and flying over our heads. One hit the windshield, leaving a massive crack in the glass. Alison shrieked like a banshee in the backseat, clutching the back of her head with both hands. 

Wait—these weren’t bullets. They were darts of some kind. 

One of them lay on the dashboard, the needle half stuck in the upholstery of the dashboard. A pale purple fluid filled the interior, which was about as long as my middle finger. I reached for it, only for Mira to slap my hand away. 

“Don’t touch it!” she yelled, lifting her head to keep us on the road. “Those are anti-shifter projectiles. Extremely rare stuff—and dangerous! You get a little of that serum in you, you won’t be able to transform for a while—or least it’ll be a whole lot harder! They’re not silver, but they’ll do the job just fine.” 

I recoiled away from the fallen dart like a live wire. “Fuck!” 

“You’re telling me! I thought they were desperate before—now they’re pulling out all the stops! You have any idea how much those things cost?” 

Any response was swallowed by another salvo of darts. The Jeep swayed precipitously from the leftmost lane all the way to the right, nearly going off the road as Mira weaved us out of the path of the van. My stomach did a flip as the right two wheels of the Jeep lost contact with the road for a moment. 

“Just how important is this goddamn Talisman, anyway?” I roared over the chaos. 

Mira laughed loud and long. “Oh, you have no fucking idea!” 

I didn’t. But I was starting to. 

More darts struck the windshield, leaving deep gouges in the glass. 

“For fuck’s sake, I just had this thing replaced!” Mira roared, trying to ram the van to our right with a well-placed twist of the wheel. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to pay for maintenance on this thing on a zookeeper’s salary?” 


“Nick, help!” Alison cried from the backseat, periodically peeking through the window to check the position of the van. “They’re going to run us right off the road!” 

“Not if I have anything to say about it,” I grunted. 

Exhaustion filled my veins—yet as the shifters pelted our Jeep with their special darts, that red film I’d already grown to know so well washed over my vision. 

These assholes were attacking my women. Which meant I needed to take them out. 

“Both of you hang on,” I commanded, unbuckling my seatbelt. I hooked an arm onto the roof through the passenger side door, already reaching for the power within the Primal Talisman. “Whatever you do, don’t leave without me!” 

Mira took one look at me and whistled. “Are you about to do what I think you’re going to do?” 

“Depends,” I grunted. “Do you think I’m about to transform into a badass tiger and kill all these shifters?” 

Mira grinned. “Oh yeah. You are most definitely a Prime!” 

With a grin, I hauled myself onto the roof of the Jeep. Darts whizzed past my head as the shifters in both vans took aim at me. The vehicle on our right had to slow down as we passed a slow-moving station wagon, leaving us with just the one black van for the moment. It couldn’t have happened better if I’d planned it. 

The Tiger took control. Muscles exploded all across my body as my skin erupted in fur, my anatomy going from human to weretiger in a span of heartbeats. Both shifters in the van let out gasps as I activated my powers, then redoubled their efforts to hit me. 


One dart whizzed past my ear, sailing off into the brush. Another nicked my shoulder, and I felt a strange sluggishness stealing over my limbs. Mira had been right—the serum inside those darts was some potent stuff. Just a drop of it on my skin, and I had trouble holding onto my tiger form. 

The shifters in the van cheered at scoring a hit. The eagle driving the van drew closer and closer to the Jeep, helping the men with guns to get a clear shot at me. My head swam with the poison… 

Only to clear up in an instant as the Talisman vibrated against my chest. 

Suddenly, I felt like I was on top of the world. Fully in weretiger form now, I jumped from the roof of the Jeep to the roof of the black van. The metal gave with a crunching sound, leaving twin indentations of my rear paws in the vehicle’s top. 

The eagle squawked from the driver’s seat, and both shifters leaned out of the door to aim at the roof. I stared down into the gleaming barrels of two tranquilizer guns, caught dead to rights. 

Then Mira slammed the Jeep into the side of the van, smacking both shifters as they leaned out over the road. 

I’d never been happier that the blonde drove like an absolute maniac. 

The side of the Jeep scraped against the front and rear of the van, nearly knocking both vehicles off the road, but it was the two shifters who’d foolishly leaned way out over the highway who took the brunt of the hit. Both of them fell from the van, rolling across the asphalt at nearly a hundred miles an hour. I glanced backward at their rapidly retreating forms, only to see a sedan that wasn’t watching where it was going collide with one of the shifters. 

The poor guy literally exploded. 

“Whooo!” I heard Mira’s triumphant yell over the wind as she jerked the Jeep back into her own lane. “Get the driver, Nick! Take these assholes out!” 

She didn’t need to tell me twice. 

Pacing to the front, I leaned over and slammed a paw through the driver’s side window. Glass shattered as the eagle screamed, the van weaving back and forth like a pace car in a NASCAR race after a wreck. The driver tried to shake me, but it was no good. 

I grabbed him and tore him out of his seat, tossing him into the brush beside the highway. I had no idea if he survived the throw or not. 

Without a driver, the van began to drift to the left. I jumped back onto the Jeep as it left the highway completely, hitting a rock and flipping like a fried egg on a hot griddle. The van hit the ground and went up in a fireball, turning the night as bright as midday for several moments before fading. 

One down, one to go, I thought, watching the other black van approach. Come a little closer, guys. Daddy wants to play. 

The driver of the second van seemed adamant to learn from the mistakes of the first. He kept his distance, taking aim at the Jeep’s wheels with his pistol while following us from behind. Either Mr. Lizard didn’t have a crack squad of shifters hidden in his van, or he was unwilling to use them. 

He was a terrible shot, but everyone gets lucky sooner or later. One bullet through the Jeep’s tire would take us down for the count and leave us vulnerable to follow-up attacks from more groups of shifters. If Mira’s zoo was the only place where the Primal Talisman could be truly safe, then there was no way I’d let some reptile with a pop gun stop me. 


“You ever do a brake check?” I asked Mira, clutching onto the Jeep’s roof. “Like when someone was following too close?” 

“That’s mean!” the blonde yelled back, a teasing lilt to her voice. “But I think it might be just what this guy deserves!” 

“Get ready,” I commanded, preparing myself to jump. “On three! One… two…!” 

As I yelled three, Mira’s foot left the gas and slammed down on the brake as hard as she could. Alison nearly shot into the front seat, and only by digging my claws into the Jeep’s roof was I able to keep myself from flipping right out and onto the highway. 

The van chasing us didn’t see it coming. The driver had to slam on the brakes right along with us, weaving to the side to keep from colliding with the rear of the Jeep. I saw my moment and took it, making a flying leap from our roof to the van’s. I landed hard, but my thick tiger muscles cushioned the fall. 

I heard screaming from inside the black van. Were the shifters scared? Good. 

This time, I decided to peel the roof like a box of sardines. My claws dug into the metal like a hot knife through butter, ripping away the only protection keeping the shifters away from me. God, I was so strong! The power surged through me as I gored the metal, almost like flames coursing through my veins. I’d felt that fire while I’d been inside of Mira, as well. 

But for the moment, all I could do was revel in the glory of my wereform. 


From deep inside the van, I heard shifters screaming. Their cries of terror sounded like sweet music to my ears as I finished tearing off the roof, exposing the half-human, half-animal creatures within. Was this what the locust felt as it bore down on its prey? If so, I almost understood its mad single mindedness to kill. 

The Tiger’s blood flowed sweet and hot through my veins as I plucked the driver of the van from his seat, snapping his seatbelt like a rubber band. His shrieks reached a crescendo as I bit into his neck, hot arterial blood spraying all over my fur. I dropped the shifter’s limp body back into the seat, the fine crest around the lizard’s head mussed up beyond measure as he slumped over the steering wheel. 

The other shifters in the vehicle had no time to respond. I leapt from the roof as the van veered into oncoming traffic, colliding with a truck head-on and slumping inward like an according being played by a too-enthusiastic Oktoberfest performer. Twisted metal filled the highway as I landed on the Jeep, already transforming back into my human form as Mira’s vehicle sped away into the night. 

“That was one of the most insane things I’ve ever seen,” Mira gasped, her expression agog as I transformed back into my human form. “If anyone dared doubt you might be a Prime, they’ll definitely keep their mouths shut after tonight. You executed those bastards like a top-tier shifter, Nick!” 

Letting go of the tiger within felt even more difficult this time around, as if exhaustion made it harder to control my animal form. I was going to need some training in my new shifter powers soon—good thing I had a beautiful tutor. The power ebbed out of me slowly, dripping from my body like syrup as my human features gradually reemerged. 

As soon as my face was no longer monstrous, I turned around to check on Alison in the back seat. 

“Are you alright?” I asked, forcing my voice into a non-threatening form. “I know that was probably pretty terrifying—” 

Alison popped out of the backseat and kissed me, hard. 

“Holy shit you’re amazing,” the co-ed groaned, pressing her needy body against me. “That’s like the fifth time you’ve saved my life tonight, Nick. Goddamn you were so savage out there on the highway! Such a beast of a man…” 

“Alright, you two—keep your hands to yourself,” Mira said, grinning in the rear view mirror. “At least until you get back to my place. I’m sure you both need a little rest and relaxation after a big night like this, after all.” 

Alison and I shared a look. Then, to my utter amazement, the co-ed peered over my shoulder and winked at Mira. 

Were they both thinking the same thing? 

I’m the luckiest son of a bitch in the world, I thought, grinning down at the co-ed spread beneath me. 

As Mira sped off into the night, her words from earlier came back to me. She’d been right—more than right, in fact. 

I’d made it through the fight in one piece. Which meant I was about to become one very, very lucky guy… 


Chapter 9

“Home sweet home,” Mira said, pulling the Jeep to a stop. “Welcome to the Crest City Zoo, folks. Home of exotic animals, gorgeous zookeepers, and the one spot in the entire tri-county area where the Atlanteans won’t be able to track that thing around your neck.” 

Somehow, I hadn’t realized the zoo would be so noisy. I associated most of the animals you traditionally thought of with being active in the day time: lions, zebras, penguins, that sort of thing. But just as many creatures in the animal kingdom were nocturnal as the other way around. Nature accounted for dozens of different circadian rhythms; which meant that as Alison and I stepped out of the Jeep, the calls of various birds and bugs filled the night air like a Greek chorus. 

After the sound, the smell was the first thing that hit me. Mira hadn’t been lying about it—the Crest City Zoo had a distinctly animalistic scent to the place, the way that only an environment filled with wild creatures for a very long time can have. It reminded me of all animals and none at the same time. 

Normally, that would have been it—but as I stood in the parking lot, watching bugs circle around one of the parking lot’s few streetlights, my senses sharpened to the level I normally associated with being in weretiger form. Suddenly, I could pick out individual smells, the aromas of different types of animals and their dispositions. I knew one of the rhinos in the zoo’s jungle exhibit was sick, and that the tigers living at the Crest City Zoo had just recently gone into heat. 

They’re not the only cats in heat tonight, I thought, watching Mira and Alison. Both of them were like live wires as they made their way across the parking lot, sweat covering their gorgeous bodies. The two walked arm-in-arm, as if they’d been best friends for years. Women, I thought. They can be each other’s biggest enemy or biggest booster in a fraction of a second. 


“You’re sure we’ll be safe here?” Alison asked, looking up at the wrought iron gate. Twin security cameras flanked the zoo’s front entrance, with a small guard booth sitting next to the main path leading inside. The booth was currently unoccupied, the guard either off going to the bathroom or getting a snack. “This is a pretty big landmark. Kind of takes ’hiding in plain sight’ to a whole new level, don’t you think?” 

Mira shook her head and smiled. “We’re totally safe here,” she assured Alison—while also trying to do the same to me. “I’ve been working here for six months, and the zoo’s acted as a perfect smokescreen in all that time. The energy of so many animals acts as a barrier against any primal methods of tracking shifters. The Atlanteans will never find us here—there’s too much noise to pick out the signal of any one shifter. It’s how I’ve managed to hide myself for so long.” 

Alison didn’t look fully convinced, but she nodded all the same. “Alright.” 

Mira tapped her fingers against a keypad near the front gate, and the iron bars slowly slid open. Once inside, she moved swiftly past the exhibits near the front gate and toward a small door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY. 

“It’s right this way,” she said, fishing a key out of her pocket. “Don’t mind all the animals, by the way. They’re just doing what animals do—eating, sleeping, fucking. That sort of thing.” 

Her wry smile couldn’t have made the joke any more clear—those were the same three things we were planning on doing here. 

Behind the door, a concrete path veered sharply downward. I followed Mira into the darkness, a set of running lights illuminating the outline of the sharp steps in a way that reminded me of the lighting set up in the museum after dark. 

“I wasn’t aware there were tunnels underneath the zoo,” I said, glancing all around me with interest. 

“Oh, sure,” Mira said breezily. “Pretty much any attraction that’s open to the public has some sort of secret method for the employees to get around quickly. You never know when there’s going to be an emergency or something like that that needs immediate attention. You’ve never heard of the labyrinth they’ve got underneath Disney World?” 

Alison raised a sheepish hand. “I interned for a summer at Disney World, actually.” 

Mira’s eyebrows rose. “No shit? I bet you made a cute princess.” 

Alison gave the short blonde a shocked look, her face lighting up with delight at the misconception. “Oh, I didn’t do that!” she said, her dimples dimpling with a smile. “Not that I would have turned it down if they’d offered, though. Every girl who works there dreams of putting on one of the princess outfits.” 

“I’m trying to picture you all dressed up as Cinderella,” I murmured, putting a hand on Alison’s lower back. “It’s just not coming for me.” 

Mira snorted. “I was thinking more like Princess Jasmine,” the blonde purred with obvious delight. “In that skimpy little red number Jafar had her in near the end of the movie. With that collar and everything. You remember that, Nick?” 


“Oh yeah,” I said with a chuckle. “Who could forget?” 

“An outfit like that, Jasmine had to know exactly what her place was,” Mira groaned, licking her lips. “You just know that ten minutes before Aladdin showed up to save the day, Jafar had that little slut in his lap and had her calling him ’Daddy’.” 

Alison gasped. “Mira! You have a very dirty mind!” 

“Sure,” Mira said, rolling her eyes. “Tell me you wouldn’t want to dress up like that and bow down your Sultan right there. Anyway, this is the place.” 

Before the conversation could get any filthier, Mira pulled out another key and fit it to a lock in a door at the side of the hallway. It looked like nothing more than a broom closet or a place to fit excess equipment, but when the door opened, we found ourselves standing in a suite of small but well-furnished rooms. 

Mira had apparently carved out her own little apartment beneath the zoo. There was a kitchen, a small living area—the hallway in the back undoubtedly led to a bathroom and a bedroom. 

“Nice place,” I said, meaning it as I put my hands on my hips. 

“Thanks,” the shifter said, closing the door behind us. “It’s not much, but it’s all mine. Not a soul at the zoo knows it exists—the original blueprints for this place has it marked down as a wastewater transit chamber. I found it when I was exploring the place, not long after I started working here.” Mira beamed at the couches and the kitchen with pride. “All the adjustments are one hundred percent me.” 

Alison threw herself down on the apartment’s couch, sighing with unbridled relief. “It works for me,” she moaned, nestling herself as best as she could in the cushions. “I don’t give a fuck if it’s not the Taj Mahal, Mira—as long as I don’t have to deal with any people who turn into bears or wolves, that’s cool.” 

Mira gave a smart little nod. “I’ll get you two that coffee,” she said, walking into the kitchen. “Should be some of that around here…” 

In short order, the tiny apartment filled with the rich scent of coffee. My mouth watered as Mira brought some out in two chipped mugs bearing the logo of the Crest City Zoo—I hadn’t realized how badly I needed the energy until I saw it. Twin plumes of steam billowed from the top, and Alison blew across hers to cool it. 

“I’ll get myself some,” Mira said, heading back in for a second helping. “Would you two lovebirds prefer I take it in the bedroom, or can I stay out here and hang with you for a while? Either works for me.” 

Alison gave me a look over her coffee that was half surprised, half inviting. A large portion of my brain—all the primal caveman parts—wanted to take Mira up on her offer and get some privacy with the vivacious co-ed. 

But we had business to attend to, first. 

“In a bit,” I told Mira, gesturing for her to seat herself across from us on the couch. “First things first. You’ve got a lot of explaining to do.” 

The shifter took a sip of her coffee, murmuring with delight at the taste. 

“I suppose I do, don’t I?” she asked, plopping her petite ass down in her seat. Her striped tail slid out from underneath the cheeks, playfully slapping against the floor as she spoke. “Alright. I’m sure you both have a whole hell of a lot of questions for me. Go ahead and ask.” 


I took a sip of my coffee. I was grateful that Mira hadn’t offered to put cream or sugar in it—or worse, did so without checking with me first. As far as I was concerned, there were only two types of people in this world: those who took their coffee black, and those who were wrong. 

It was rich, bitter, and delicious. I let Mira know from the noises I made that I greatly appreciated her making it for us. 

After my initial sip, I reached into my shirt and took off the Primal Talisman. The silver disc clattered as it landed on the table, sitting between the three of us like an open challenge. 

“This thing,” I said, pointing to it. “Just what the hell is it, Mira? What’s a Primal Talisman, and why does it let me turn into a fucking tiger?” 

Mira nodded as if this question was exactly what she’d been bracing herself for. “It’s kind of a long story,” she murmured, staring down into the depths of her drink. “You two might want to make yourselves comfortable, first.” 

Without a hint of self-consciousness, Alison set her coffee on the table in front of the couch and lay her head in my lap. She stretched out across the cushions, giving a contented sigh as she reached for her drink and took a sideways sip. 

“I couldn’t be more comfy right now,” she purred, giving my thigh a slap. “I’m safe and sound.” 

Whereas I was uncomfortably aware of the nearness of my body with Alison’s—and how the bulge in my boxers had begun to push against her long, sandy brown hair. She didn’t seem to mind, though. 

“Alright, well,” Mira said, clearing her throat. “You’ve already figured out a little bit of it, to tell you the truth. That disc you’ve been wearing around your neck came from the bottom of the ocean, in the region of the Pacific known as Melanesia. Right around where H.P. Lovecraft said the city of the ’Old Ones’ existed thousands of years ago, in his horror story The Shadow Out of Time. I’m not sure if he knew more about shifters than he was letting on, or if he was just lucky.” 

“I kind of fell down a Google hole when I was researching the Primal Talisman,” I said, feeling a little sheepish to start mentioning internet conspiracy theories. “The symbols on the disc are supposed to come from some lost, fabled country called Mu. But it’s a legend, just like Atlantis.” 

“Neither of them are legends,” Mira said with a sip of her coffee. “You know that all the continents used to be one, right?” 

I nodded. In my lap, Alison did the same. 

“Pangaea,” the co-ed said helpfully, her hand rubbing up and down my shin. “It’s why South America and Africa look like they fit together—like puzzle pieces.” 

Mira looked pleased that we understood so much. “Well, back when all the continents were one big supercontinent, there were two smaller land masses out in the ocean. One, Mu, was right smack dab in the middle of the modern-day Pacific Ocean. The other was Atlantis, which was—you guessed it—in what would be the Atlantic Ocean.” 

“They sank into the sea,” I said. 

Mira nodded, her expression grave. “There was a war,” she said, as if she’d seen it. 

Alison raised a hand from my lap, a faint smile playing on her features. “Did people turning into animals happen before or after this war?” she asked, giggling a bit. It was clear from her manner that Alison didn’t fully believe all this about Mu and Atlantis—or at least, part of her didn’t want to fully accept that all the strange things that had happened to us tonight had a historical antecedent. 


“Before,” Mira said, rolling her eyes. “Long before. The leader of Mu was a guy who called himself the Autarch—a leader who ruled the state with absolute power, for hundreds and hundreds of years. Both Mu and Atlantis had tons of technology in those days we’d consider highly advanced—and they weren’t shy about experimenting with it. Most of those experiments were lost when both cities sank into the waves, but not shifters. And not Primes.” 

There was an obvious inference to be made, and I made it. “The Autarch was a Prime, then? Like me?” 

Mira snorted. “The Prime of Primes,” she said, chuckling to herself over her coffee. “Granted, he didn’t invent shifting—more like he exploited something that was already there. The Elemental Forms of animals are as old as animals themselves, it’s just that no one had figured out how to transfer that kind of energy to a human being before. The Archon created the first Talismans to aid him in that effort.” Her gaze traveled to the disc on the table. “That artifact is thousands of years old, Nick. More than that, it’s one of the oldest Talismans in existence. The Primal Talisman.” 

“So it’s special, then?” I asked. “I mean, I guess I knew that. The Atlanteans wouldn’t have attacked the whole city in the middle of a football game if it wasn’t worth getting their hands on the Talisman.” 

“I still don’t get the Atlantis thing,” Alison admitted, curling up tighter against me. “If they were such grand, enlightened empires, what did they have to fight about? And how did they both end up underneath the waves?” 


“The real story is, we may never know,” Mira said calmly. “The history books are written by the victors, and Atlantis definitely won the fuck out of the war against Mu. If you believe the official story, it was all about the Autarch himself—that he was setting himself up to be some kind of tyrant. Apparently, he had dozens of wives, each bound to him through the power of the Talisman.” 

“Dozens of wives?” I asked. “Fuck, that’s one hell of a harem.” 

A wicked light shone in Mira’s eyes. “He collected a shifter bride from each animal species, so he could gain the aspect of each animal,” she explained. “And he kept a whole stable of human brides, too, in order to cover every natural element as well—although humans gaining elemental powers without a Talisman is so ridiculous, most of us concede it’s probably a myth the Autarch made up himself.” 

“Or maybe he just wanted the human girls for sex,” I said, my hand straying to Alison’s ass. “After all, they smell so good.” 

“Exactly,” Mira said with a laugh. “Either way, he imbued each of them with a portion of his power, and it bound them to him tightly—making them the elites of the elites. An army that could destroy a force a hundred times its size.” 

I remembered what Mira had told me about hooking up with different shifters to strengthen my relationship with the Primal Talisman. 

“You’ve been trying to push me down the same path,” I said, shocked. 

“Hey, I can’t help it,” Mira said, lifting her hands. “You’re a Prime, Nick—and that means you’ve got major sex appeal. Some holdover from the Autarch himself, no doubt.” 


“You keep calling me a Prime,” I shot back, trying to ignore what she said about the Talisman’s relationship to my new alpha male nature. “I don’t even really know what that means.” 

Alison sat up and yawned, then took a big swig of her coffee. “Weren’t you paying attention?” she teased. “It means you’re a total stud, and when you hook up with a girl who turns into an animal, you gain the ability to turn into that animal, too.” 

“Primes are incredibly rare,” Mira added. “There’s maybe one in every generation—and without the right Talisman, the ability is practically useless. It’s not a coincidence that the Primal Talisman made its way to a museum where you happened to be interning.” 

I tried to follow the chain of events that could have led to such a thing and came back empty. 

“Nearly all the descendents of Mu were wiped out in the war,” Mira said, a little harsher than she’d probably intended. “The Atlanteans knocked them out completely and killed the Autarch—which caused his Talisman, the Primal Talisman, to disappear. Without it, the Primes began to disappear from the world, becoming rarer and rarer. In time, the elemental energies and their knowledge were lost as well—which is exactly how the Atlanteans want it. The absolute last thing they want is ordinary people muscling in on their turf.” 

“And so the big conspiracy,” I said, putting the pieces together. “Which most people can only see a tiny piece of.” 

“Right. The Atlanteans keep it that way—oh, but they still pay homage to Mu, in their own way. The Autarch won the war in one aspect, at least. The Atlantean’s upper leadership is nearly all from the Autarch’s bloodline—the so-called ’True Shifters’.” 

Mira made air quotes when she said this last line, as if letting us know exactly what she thought of anyone who wanted to make a supernatural aristocracy. I couldn’t agree more. 

Alison, on the other hand, was piqued. “True shifters? I thought every shifter was true, whatever that means.” 

Unlike her previous explanations, Mira’s expression told me we’d walked onto some pretty awkward ground. “Not everyone becomes a shifter in the same way,” she admitted, setting her mug down on the table. “Some people—a vanishingly lucky few—are born that way, the descendants of a noble shifter bloodline. These people are the True Shifters. They come from a line of unbroken shifters, with no humans, leading all the way back to Atlantis and Mu.” 

“I’m sure they’re suitably snooty about it,” I said. 

Mira laughed in a way that let me know I was right. “They do have reason to be, though,” she admitted. “Unlike the rest of us, True Shifters aren’t bound by a single animal form. They can access the abilities of all Elemental Animal Forms, and can even switch between them in the middle of a fight. A True Shifter unveiled is one of the most powerful, and devastating, forces in the universe.” 

I nodded. “I take it you’re not one of those, then,” I said, thinking of the Primal Talisman. It gave me the ability to imprint the forms and powers of any shifter woman I hooked up with—which, in its own way, gave me the same power as a True Shifter. Was Mira saying that I too was one of the most potentially powerful beings in the universe? 

“I’m a garden-variety shifter,” Mira said with a shrug. “Although if you asked one of the True Shifters, they’d refer to me by a rather… unsavory moniker.” 


“What do they call you?” Alison asked. 

Mira looked away for a moment without replying. “Tainted,” she finally said, covering it with a sniff and a sip of her coffee. “But everyone else just thinks of it as shifters and True Shifters. The only real difference between me and them is that I can only transform into a single animal—in this case, a tigress.” 

“That’s still pretty damned powerful,” I said with pride. “You were no slouch on the battlefield, Mira.” 

She beamed. “Thank you,” the blonde said with pride. “Regular shifters—what the True Shifters refer to as the Tainted—have some human blood somewhere in their ancestry. At some point, one of my ancestors got knocked up by a human—or found one so irresistible he couldn’t resist knocking her up. It’s very common, as humans and shifters tend to find each other mutually irresistible. Our type of shifter is far, far more common than the pure bloodlines.” 

“That just seems like prejudice to me,” Alison said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Just because you can only turn into one animal instead of a thousand, it doesn’t mean you’re worth any less than them. I bet you make a better tigress than any Pure Shifter, since you do it so much more than they do!” 

“True Shifter,” Mira corrected with a slight smile. “And that would probably be accurate. More shifters would probably be angry about it, as a matter of fact… but the True Shifters have a convenient scapegoat they use to prop up the so-called ’natural order’.” 

I felt my eyebrows furrowing together. “What do you mean?” 


“You know how I said some people are born shifters? Well, not everyone is. Some people are made into them, instead.” Mira leaned forward, as if this were the real juicy part of her explanation. “We call them the Turned. Human beings who gain the aspect of a shifter, transmitted from a bite.” 

I didn’t understand all the hubbub—then I realized that Alison had gone very, very still. I glanced down at the Primal Talisman and realized. 

With the Talisman around my neck, I didn’t really have to worry about all this shifter stuff. It was a luxury, not a necessity—all I needed to focus on was collecting the different animal forms to augment my arsenal. But for someone Alison, born a human, what Mira had just offered was a way to enter this world. A way for Alison to be able to defend herself, to join me on our adventure… 

“You bite them, and they become shifters?” Alison asked. All the color had drained from her face. “Just like that?” 

Mira nodded. “It’s a little more complicated than that, of course. There’s a bit of a ritual to it, almost like what you see in old vampire novels. But yes, I could theoretically bite a human and turn them into a shifter. Though there’s the issue of energy transferral.” 

“What’s that?” I asked. 

“Transformed shifters aren’t as powerful as born shifters,” Mira said, looking Alison right in the eye. “It’s said that the bite of a True Shifter turns someone into a creature indistinguishable from a born shifter, but we ordinary supernatural creatures invariably end up creating weaker versions of ourselves. If I bit someone, they’d only be able to transform into a tiger, like me. And they might not be able to transform fully. We call this being ’aspected’—you have some of the attributes of the animal whose energy you’re bonded with, but you can’t go fully wereform. For a tiger, you might get claws and a little bit of fur, and be able to run faster and jump higher. Things of that nature.” 

Alison had apparently heard enough. “I want you to bite me,” she whispered, setting down her coffee mug and leaning forward. 

A sharp, flat bark of a laugh left Mira’s throat. “I’m not going to do that,” she said, shaking her head. “At least not tonight.” 

Alison’s face fell. She looked to me for a moment, as if I could command my ’mate’ to give her what she sought. “What? Why not? I won’t be safe with those things hunting me—you said! I’ll need to be able to defend myself.” 

“Within a day or two, the residue of the Talisman’s energy on you will be too low for anyone to trace,” Mira said with a shrug. “You’re not a shifter, or a Talisman holder, so the Atlanteans won’t be interested in you. You can go back to your normal life.” 

Alison said nothing, but the look in her eyes screamed louder than words: I don’t want a normal life! 

“You said ’Talisman holder’,” I realized, cutting Alison off before she lowered herself to outright begging. “Are there more Talismans in the world besides this one?” 

Mira’s red lips formed an ‘O’ of surprise, as if she’d suddenly realized she’d forgotten to cover one of the basics. “Why, yes!” she said, shaking her head as if to say silly me! “The Talisman that you hold is one of a kind—literally—but there are many in circulation around the world. Typically, they’re held by the rich and powerful, as a kind of safeguard against death. That’s what most of them use it for, anyway.” 

Now this intrigued me. “There are many uses for Talismans?” 

“As many as you can think of.” Mira’s tone grew more animated, and I began to realize what an absolute nerd this woman was. Of course she was—a shifter who moonlighted as a zookeeper would be devoted to her field of study. “Talismans are used for imprinting attributes—the Primal Talisman is powerful enough to let you do it with someone’s essence. Both Mu and Atlantis claim they were the first to invent the Talismans, and the other side copied them. Lesser Talismans can have any number of attributes given to them: a target’s wealth, their luck, or even their sex appeal.” 

I frowned. “I fail to see how that would work.” 

“It’s even worse than you think,” Mira purred, scandalized. “If an Atlantean wants more life, he pays some poor naive kid to wear a Talisman with the proper imprinting enchantment for a few weeks. When the Atlantean gets it back, the kid who was eighteen or twenty now has the body of a sixty year old.” 

Alison shuddered. “Vampires. They’re fucking vampires…” 

“Of a sort,” Mira conceded. “They steal other people’s good looks, their charm, even their luck—storing them in Talismans they wear around their own necks. It’s a status symbol among the Atlanteans—and how they manage to stay at the top of the food chain, no matter what happens in the greater civilization.” 

It sounded fucking monstrous to me. “Like sending monsters like the locust to kill people at a football game.” 

“Technically, they were gunning for you, but yes,” Mira said, putting her empty mug away with a sigh. “And that is why I won’t bite you, Alison. Not yet, at least. I don’t want you fully committing to this life when you have a chance to walk away from it. It might seem like it’s all magical, running around with shifters and climbing the sides of buildings, but there’s a darkness underpinning supernatural society. One that’s run by murder, exploitation, and stealing the lives of mortals.” 


Alison looked over at me, seeming suddenly guilty. “I understand,” the co-ed muttered, staring down at the floor. “But I still don’t want to go home. I want to stay here with you and Nick.” 

The blonde flashed a sympathetic smile. “Well, then you’re in luck,” she said, nodding toward the bedroom door. “Because you’re not going anywhere. Not tonight, in any case. The streets aren’t safe right now—and probably won’t be for a couple of days. Once the heat dies down out there, we’ll talk about what happens next.” She rose from the chair. “Besides, once you see how much work Nick has to go through to master being a shifter, you might not have such a rosey picture of the whole idea.” 

Alison gave me a wry smile. “Oh, I sincerely doubt that.” 

After that, the conversation drifted away from shifters and ancient civilizations. It turned out that the zoo’s laundry was right down the hall from Mira’s hiding place, so she collected our filthy, bloodstained clothes and chucked them in for a washing. I wore my boxers and Alison her underwear, with a couple of Mira’s oversized pajama shirts to make up the difference. Mine barely fit me, but Alison’s wrapped around her curves like a glove. With Mira so much shorter than the co-ed, however, the hem of the shirt barely stretched to her ass, showing off the black panties she’d worn under her skirt. 

She got dressed up for me, I thought. That definitely wasn’t for the sky box. 


Once that had been squared away, Mira stretched and yawned theatrically. “Well, I’m going to turn in,” she purred, her striped tail sashaying this way and that over her ass. “You two should be fine out here—there’s pillows and blankets for the couch. I’d let you have the bedroom, but it’s a single, and you’d honestly probably be more comfortable out here—” 

“It’s fine,” Alison hastened to say. “Thank you so much for everything, Mira. I really, really appreciate it. Are you sure we can stay here overnight?” 

Caught off guard, Mira rubbed the back of her neck. “Like I said, my co-workers don’t even know this place exists,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip. “They think it’s storage. Nobody’s coming down here. I’m off tomorrow anyway, so don’t worry about sleeping in too late.” 

That should have been it, but at the threshold of the bedroom, Mira suddenly paused. Only her eyes were visible in the darkness. 

“That is, unless you want me to stay out here?” the tigress asked. 

The invitation couldn’t have been any more plain. Alison caught my eye, and the two of us shared a look, a spark flashing between us. I was more than ready for that as long as Alison was—but I noted a look of hesitation in her face. She wanted this first time to be just her and me, together. 

I could understand that. 

“It’s alright,” Alison whimpered, riding the line between being bratty and just giving in. “Maybe… Maybe some other time?” 

I heard Mira chuckle in the darkness. “Don’t worry about it,” she said with her characteristic breeziness. “I get it—you two need some alone time. Just knock if, ah, anything occurs to you, alright?” 


“Will do,” I said, pulling Alison closer. 

Then the door closed, and the co-ed and I were left alone in the apartment. 


Chapter 10

Alison stared at the door for several moments as Mira went into the bedroom. Her body tensed, as if she expected the blonde shifter to come back outside at any moment and tell us both she was just kidding. 

When nothing happened, Alison relaxed. 

“Holy fucking shit,” the co-ed whispered, putting her face against my chest. She began to laugh, all the tension draining out of her body. “This has been the craziest night of my life, Nick. I can’t believe we survived all that!” 

I looked around the narrow apartment, my hands sliding beneath the fabric of Alison’s makeshift pajama shirt. Her hips felt warm and soft beneath my palms, yielding gently to the touch. 

“I know,” I said, with a glance down at the Primal Talisman now back hanging around my neck. “When that thing broke into the museum, I thought I was going crazy. Then I thought Mira and I were both going to die…” 

Alison stared down at me, a strange look on her face. Her thighs straddled my hips, like she could mount me and ride me cowgirl at any moment. 

“You didn’t miss your date with me, though,” she whispered, like it was the most important thing in the world. 

We were well beyond the point of being shy. My hands slid down her hips, reaching around to cup twin handfuls of the firm flesh of her ass. Alison let out a little hiss, her eyes rolling back as her rear wiggled beneath my fingers. 

“I didn’t,” I agreed. “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world, Alison.” 


Alison nibbled her bottom lip, clearly enjoying the attention her ass was getting from my eager fingers. 

“When I told you I wanted to have a coffee date at the museum at midnight,” she blurted, “you know I wasn’t just talking about coffee, right?” 

I chuckled low in my throat. I hadn’t activated any of my shifter powers—hadn’t so much as reached for them, as a matter of fact—yet still, something of the tiger rested within my heart. This co-ed in my arms smelled like what the young people would have euphemistically referred to as a ’snack’. But for me, I was planning on making her a whole damn meal. 

“I know,” I grunted, giving her booty a smack. It jiggled beneath my palm, and Alison’s lips formed a little ‘O’ of surprise in the dim light. “I want more than coffee from you, Alison. Way more.” 

For a moment, I could see beneath the good girl exterior to something else. A new Alison. This wasn’t the way the old Alison operated—she was both too proud and too haughty to admit her feelings this way. Alison was a PR girl to the core, skilled at burying any hint of sincerity behind her winning smile and well-crafted lies. But as she looked down into my eyes, her cheeks burning with need, something inside of her broke. 

She lowered her hips to me, her panties pressing against my boxer shorts. Slowly, with a feeling that made me ache, she ground her pussy against me, giving me the best lap dance any man has ever experienced. 

“I want that too,” she admitted, leaning in close and putting her lips to my ear. She made it sound like a girl confessing a secret, which just made things even hotter. “Tonight. Right here, right now.” 

“Sounds good to me,” I growled, tangling my fingers in her long sandy brown hair. The motion added pain to her pleasure, and Alison groaned like she couldn’t believe how good it felt. The motions of her hips picked up speed, the heat and wetness between her legs growing stronger as she dry-humped me like a horny schoolgirl through my boxers. “There’s just one thing you need to know, though.” 

Her lips were inches from mine. “What?” 

“I don’t think I’m the same Nick I was when we made that date,” I said, my eyes boring holes into hers. “So don’t expect me to treat you like that Nick, alright? I think… fuck, I know that I’m going to use you a whole lot harder than that.” 

Alison’s face lit up with a smile as she ground her panties against me. “You think I can’t handle it?” 

“Oh, I know you can,” I said, tugging her long locks. “I just want to know you’ll still respect me in the morning.” 

That brought a long laugh from Alison, so unexpected it almost shocked her. “Yes, sir,” she groaned, nibbling at my neck as her movements increased. “Um. One thing…” 

“What?” 

Alison reared back a bit, her eyes filling with nervousness as she gazed down at me. “Do you have a condom?” 

The question caught me off-guard. “I don’t,” I said, being perfectly honest. “There’s a couple in the glove box of my car, but that’s back at the museum. And while I don’t think Mira would mind one bit if we knocked on her door and asked, I doubt she has them on hand, either.” 

Alison’s gaze traveled down to the place where she’d been rubbing herself on me. Both the fabric of her panties and the front of my boxers were soaked. A thick patch of her juices dripped from her pussy, while every little grind against my cock through the fabric sent jets of precum into the place where we joined. 


“Fuck it,” she whispered huskily, brushing back her hair. She let out a laugh as if she couldn’t believe how brash she was being. “You only live once, right? Besides, it’s probably a safe time of the month for me.” She gazed down at me, as if fighting with herself. “Could you pull out, though?” 

Could I? 

“Of course,” I said, meaning it. “Whatever you want.” 

Alison gazed at me a moment longer—then gave me the longest, fiercest kiss of her life. 

With that, we were off to the races. 

My hands went everywhere, sliding beneath the fabric of her shirt to cup the soft orbs of her breasts, the nipples hard as diamonds. Meanwhile her fingers slipped into the slit in the fabric of my boxers, kneading my cock and balls like a ball of dough as her tongue slid into my mouth. We made out hot and heavy, my ass digging into the couch as she kept on humping me with that eager, dripping pussy. 

Alison broke the kiss and tore off her shirt, tossing it into the kitchen. Her bare breasts were only just visible in the dim light coming from over Mira’s stove. I sat up straighter and buried my face between her tits, kissing and licking and sucking the orbs as she gripped me tight. Alison pressed them harder against me and arched her back, holding back a grunt as I found one nipple and pulled it into my mouth. 

When I sucked it, she nearly came apart right then and there. Alison’s nails dug into the back of my head as a high, keening whine erupted from her throat. 


“Ughhh,” she moaned. 

“Normally I’d say we need to keep it down,” I whispered, my lips leaving her nipple. “But I think our hostess won’t mind a bit if we get loud with it. She’s probably enjoying being our audience.” 

Alison’s jaw dropped. “You think so?” 

“Absolutely,” I growled, running my hands over her tits and ass. I let my voice get louder as I spoke, so there was no way Mira wouldn’t be able to hear us. “She’s probably sitting on her bed rubbing her shifter pussy right now, fingering herself senseless thinking about how hard I’m going to fuck you.” 

“Unnngh,” Alison whined, hooking her thumbs in her panties. “I want that so bad, Nick. Fuck, it makes me feel like such a whore to admit it, but I don’t care! I want you inside me! I wanna feel you cum…” 

Well now, I thought, a little surprised. A minute ago you were all about asking me to pull out… 

But internal consistency didn’t seem to be Alison’s thing. Her horniness had long since overridden her mind’s critical thinking skills. In my arms, she was all biology and need. 

I pushed her hands away from her panties, then grabbed her around the waist and twisted. Alison let out a little squeal as her ass hit the seat of the couch, our positions abruptly switched. 

“Don’t do that,” I told her, staring down with a fierce gaze. “I’m doing that…” 

Alison relaxed, presenting her pussy for me to rip off her panties—and let out a surprised gasp as I lowered my head between her legs. My teeth found the fabric of her underwear and tugged, a tiny thread of power thrumming through my body as the Primal Talisman vibrated against my chest. In an instant, my all too human tooth transformed into an animal’s fang, ripping through the fabric and exposing Alison’s bare, dripping pussy. 

She’d shaved for tonight—more evidence that she’d been fully aware she would be walking into more than a ’coffee date’ at the museum. Unlike Mira, who kept a narrow strip of her orange and black striped pubic hair above the tightness of her slit, Alison preferred to shave her mound completely bare. Her pink nether lips glistened with juice as she spread her folds for me, the heat rolling from between her legs like an open oven. 

I buried my face between her legs and let my tongue trace the contours of those folds. Alison kicked out madly, losing control of the cord of muscle beneath her thigh as she trembled beneath me. A taste like cinnamon sugar exploded on my tongue, the feral tang of Alison’s womanhood mingling with her perfumed scent and the absolutely delicious aroma my inner tiger smelled every time I was near her. 

“So good,” I roared against her box, my tongue questing further into her. “Gonna eat you up, little girl!” 

“Unnngh, please!” Alison screamed, her nails digging into my back. 

She spread her legs further for me, offering her pussy as I ate her out. I could tell no other man had ever done anything like this for her before—much like my experience with blowjobs, Alison was probably used to a guy making a few dutiful slurps between her legs before hastily trying to ram himself into her. 

She wasn’t used to a man who ate her like a fucking banquet—who treated her like the slit between her legs was the most delicious thing in the world. My fingers dug into the firm flesh of her ass as my tongue traced swirls around her clit, sending her into paroxysms of desire that threatened to tear her apart. 

“Oh Nick… oh fuck, yes baby, don’t stop!” Alison stuck one leg all the way out to the side, her ass lifting off the couch cushions as she ground her pussy against my face. “Fuck, that feels so fucking good, Nick! Oh fuck, baby I’m gonna come… oh fuck here it comes!” 

Alison arched her back and howled with bliss as orgasm washed over her. Her cries rose to a fever pitch, the pants and moans of pleasure making Mira’s apartment sound like the set of a porn movie as her thighs tightened on either side of my face. A flood of her feminine juices gushed from her slit, coating my face, and I drank them down eagerly. My cock pulsed like an iron girder against the couch, the act of waiting like a man starving himself before a big dinner to further improve the taste. 

“Oh, how did you learn to do that?” Alison whimpered, coming down from her peak. The poor girl sounded drugged with ecstasy—I felt certain Mira was green with jealousy behind the bedroom door. 

“Law of the jungle, baby,” I growled, kissing my way back up her body before letting her taste herself on my lips. 

I could have sworn I heard a knowing chuckle from Mira’s bedroom. Naughty little tease, I thought, glancing at the door. 

Meanwhile, Alison spread herself beneath me, still coming down from the incredible high of her climax. 

“You made everything hot and wet down here,” she groaned, rubbing her pussy. “It’s so fucking perfect for your cock, Nick! I’m so perfect for your cock! I know you’re going to fit all the way to the bottom! Fuck, I bet you can’t wait to destroy me—” 

I wrapped a hand around Alison’s throat, cutting off her words. 

The co-ed’s eyes widened like saucers. For a moment, she struggled, almost on the verge of saying something—then the head of my cock pushed against her eager, still pulsating slit. Her eyes rolled back in her head then, spots of color like cherry blossoms on her cheeks as her horniness took over her common sense. She relaxed into my fingers, as if begging me to hold her even tighter. 

“Fuck, you’re so intense,” she whispered, her voice a wheeze. “You’re like an animal, a fucking beast! I bet if I tried to stop you now, you wouldn’t even listen to me, would you? You’d ravage me…” 

I stared down at her, my gaze intense. “You’re not saying no.” 

“I’d never tell you no,” she groaned, something inside of her breaking. “Fuck, this pussy belongs to you now, Nick. You own this pussy! From now on, I’ll spread for you whenever you want—all you have to do is crook your finger and I’ll come running!” 

“That’s what I like to hear,” I said with a smile. The head of my cock pushed gently against her folds, not yet demanding entrance to her tight, wet channel—just coaxing. “You’re such a good girl, Alison. I’m definitely thinking about ordering Mira to bite you.” 

Sweat beaded on her heated cheeks as she groaned. “Really?” 

“Yeah,” I said with a chuckle. “And maybe make you into a shifter, too.” 

Then I kissed her hard and thrust forward, impaling Alison on my thick, rodlike cock. The tiger inside of me gave a roar as I bottomed out inside of her, and my massive tool swelled up even bigger and thicker than usual. Alison’s groan of bliss turned to one of pure shock as I stretched her walls, filling her to the brim and then some. 


It felt amazing. Orgasm had left Alison tight and dripping, so that every tiny motion of my cock inside those heavenly ridges sent sparks flying through my body. The friction would have been intolerable without the power of the tiger in my veins—I’d literally have been a two pump chump, unable to hold back from erupting inside of the co-ed. 

Instead, I could give Alison what she truly deserved—the hard, primal fucking of her life. 

She clung to me desperately as we fucked, my strokes nearly moving the couch across the room. Alison lifted her hips on each thrust as if she were desperate to get me as deep inside of her as she could, moving like a practiced lover as I savaged her body over and over again. Her kisses grew manic, her tongue and lips moving from my stubble to my chest as she spread her legs wide for me—then put her heels on my shoulders, letting me piledrive into her like a fucking jackhammer. 

The old Nick could never have taken this. He’d have found a hundred ways to pussy out; to ruin the good thing of a hard fuck with Alison. But the new me truly deserved this. I was born to plow Alison’s field—to pound her hard and fast in ways no other man would dare. To use her tight co-ed body the way God intended it to be used—for hard, primal fucking and breeding. 

Only the whites of Alison’s eyes could be seen as I pounded her into the couch. 

“Yes, Nick!” she cried, fully aware that Mira could hear every word. “Fuck me harder, baby! Oh god, bruise my pussy! Fuck, you you own that pussy, baby, you fucking own it!” 


No doubt Mira was busy pleasuring herself in the bedroom—maybe the shifter had even gotten off once or twice already, listening to the sound of Alison’s pleasure. I thought about that as my cock pumped like a piston in the co-ed’s pussy, my balls slamming against her ass with every thrust. I gripped her ankles in my fist and pushed them together with my arm, making her already tight slit even tighter. The pressure built in my balls, until keeping myself from cumming felt like holding back the Hoover Dam. 

“Fuck, I’m almost done,” I grunted, locking my feet against the floor. “This pussy’s so good, Alison—you’re so fucking wet and tight. You’re making my dick feel so good!” The words we’d traded before we started came back to me, and I added in a cautious tone: “where do you want me to cum?” 

I thought she might say her face, or her tits. Maybe she’d flip around and let me finish from behind, pulling out at the last moment to erupt all over her ass and lower back. I’d have loved any of those—whatever Alison wanted to tell me. 

But her answer wasn’t at all what I expected. 

She came back to herself, her eyes swiveling in their sockets. “Wait, wait,” she panted, slapping the couch with a palm. Slowly, she pulled away from me, putting a hand on my chest for more leverage. My cock popped out of her pussy, copious amount of juices coating my magically amplified rod. 

“What?” I growled, sounding like more beast than man. 

“I want to ride you,” Alison groaned, using the hand against my chest to push me down onto the couch. “Spread your legs. I’m going to straddle you and ride you into the fucking stratosphere...” 

Now that sounded wonderful, indeed. I did as she said, using my hands to grab hold of her hips and give her ass a few sharp, stinging slaps as she got into position. Alison gripped my cock by the base, guiding the throbbing crown to the slit at the apex of her thighs. She settled onto it snugly, wiggling her rear back and forth as she prepared to take me deep. 

“I love fucking you,” Alison whispered, locking eyes with me. “Fuck, you’re so amazing, Nick…!” 

I didn’t have time to answer. Alison ratcheted her hips downward, impaling herself on my cock. Impossibly, it swelled even larger inside of her, thrusting all the way through her back walls and ringing her g-spot like a bell. Alison’s pussy felt like a living sex toy that had been made just for me, her ridges hitting every sensitive spot along my shaft at once to maximize my pleasure. 

All at once, I realized I was fucking done. I couldn’t hold back any longer—Alison’s pussy just felt too good. She kept riding me, grinding the head of my cock against her clit with every thrust, and from the way her legs trembled, I could tell she was about to hit her second orgasm of the night any minute now. 

But my first would beat her to the punch. 

“Allie, fuck, I’m gonna cum,” I growled, tugging her hair and putting my lips against her ear. “If you don’t stop, I’m going to fucking come right inside your pussy...” 

“Do it,” Alison groaned, riding me even harder. “I want you to, Nick!” 

Before I could respond, Alison pressed her tits against my face. They bounced up and down on every thrust, her stiff nipple tasting like paradise itself inside of my mouth. Her walls ground around me tighter and tighter, her inner muscles squeezing me like a fist as her own climax approached. 

“I want you to cum in me,” Alison begged. “I want to feel you cum inside me, Nick! Fill my pussy up, baby—I don’t care if it’s safe or not! I just need to feel you shoot inside my pussy! Ah, please, baby, please, I’m about to come too...” 

No red-blooded man on Earth could have stopped himself at that point. Alison’s cries rose higher and higher, juice dripping down her walls as she climaxed for a second time all over my cock. As she screamed my name, huge shuddering sobs erupting from her throat, I rammed myself as deep as I could inside of her hot, perfect tightness and let go. 

The pleasure became unbearable as my cock jerked against her g-spot. The first hot jet of liquid lava sprayed like a geyser right into Allie’s quivering womb, and now the two of us were orgasming together. 

It felt like magic. Her arms wrapped around me, her lips kissing me hard and desperate as our climaxes roared through our bodies like lightning strikes. I’d never felt anything like this before—and I wanted it to never stop. 

Strangely, I felt an echo of that strange connection I’d experienced while losing myself inside of Mira’s ass. It wasn’t the same as the imprinting the Primal Talisman did when I absorbed Mira’s tigress energy, but it felt like a cousin of the same thing. It lasted less time, fading away around the same moment the jets of liquid lava from my cock stopped painting Allie’s inner walls. 

Allie felt it, too. She ground herself against me a few more times, intent on completely milking my cock dry. She didn’t stop until both of us were long past our peak, our movements slow and languid in each other’s arms. 

“That... was something else,” Allie whimpered, laying her cheek against my chest. It felt as hot as an oven. “Did you feel that, Nick?” 


My hand trailed slow circles along her lower back. My cock remained inside of her, her juicy walls occasionally clenching or running up and down the shaft an inch to tease a final bit of pleasure from my cock. 

“I did,” I admitted. “That wasn’t like normal sex. Right there at the end, you and me... it was like we were joined somehow…” 

Alison giggled. “Well, we are joined,” she purred, rocking her hips in a slow circle with my cock still inside of her. “It’s pretty hard for a man and a woman to be any more joined than this, actually…” 

Just then, the bedroom door opened. From the faint smell of feral pussy that rose along with it, I knew Mira had been touching herself while she listened to us—and that she’d maybe come even more times than Alison and I put together. 

She wore a plush bathrobe, open in the front. Her tits and pussy were clearly visible, her bare stomach covered in sweat. Mira absently made to close it with her free hand. “Hey,” she whispered. 

“Uh, hey,” Alison giggled, brushing a lock of hair out of her face. “Sorry if we woke you—” 

“No trouble,” Mira said quickly, her voice low with just released pleasure. “I just couldn’t help but hear—did you two feel something at the end of that? Besides the usual, I mean.” 

Alison slid off me and pulled the blanket over both of our bodies, shielding our nudity from Mira. I got the impression she wanted to be pissed off at the petite blonde shifter, but was too high off the bliss of our sex to muster up the necessary level of annoyance. 

“Something like that,” Alison murmured, crossing her legs next to me. “Why? Does it mean something?” 

The Autarch had human wives, too, I thought, glancing at the curve of Alison’s jaw and ear. She did look kind of regal, in the right light. So he could collect all of the elements. That means humans used to be able to control the elements—like a kind of magic. 

None of it really made any sense to me. I felt more like a jungle animal with each passing hour—only interested in food, sex, and protecting what belonged to me. Alison and Mira definitely belonged to all three categories. 

Mira hesitated on the threshold. “It might,” she admitted, tying the sash of her robe closed. “I’m really sorry to come out here without notice. I didn’t mean to startle either of you…” 

That made me laugh. “You didn’t startle me,” I grunted, idly playing with Alison’s tits beneath the covers. “We both knew you were there. How did you like the show?” 

Mira’s eyes shone in the darkness. “Loved it,” she admitted, sounding husky. “Next time, I’d like to buy a ticket.” 

“You’re definitely invited,” I said, giving Alison’s ass a spank. “As long as my other ’mate’ agrees, that is…” 

Alison looked like she couldn’t decide whether to tell Mira to fuck off or beg her to climb under the covers and go for a second round with both of us. Before she could figure out which one she wanted, a very unladylike yawn erupted from her mouth. 

“Maybe we’d better get some rest,” Alison said, covering her lips with her fingers. 

Mira nodded. “Suits me,” the zookeeper said, heading back into the bedroom. “See you in the morning.” 


Once the door was closed, Alison and I lay across the couch for a while, staring up at the ceiling. Her head rested in the pit between my shoulder and my chest, her fingers idly playing with the hair from my collarbone to my hips. 

“That woman called herself your mate, too,” Alison whispered after a while. “Does that mean you already did with her what you did with me tonight?” 

No sense in hiding it. “Yes. Does that upset you?” 

She looked like she wanted it to, but something refused to let her. “No,” she admitted, shaking her head. “And the thought of being with you and her at the same time… it’s weird. I’ve never been into threesomes before, but suddenly the thought of it just sounds so fucking hawt…” 

I chuckled and pulled her closer. “It’s the beast in all of us, I think,” I said, stroking her hair. “We’re all getting a little bit in touch with our animal natures.” 

“Yeah, I definitely did that,” Alison said with a chuckle. “I can’t believe I got on top of you like that and rode you home. And I definitely can’t believe I didn’t let you pull out…” 

That quieted us both for a moment. Did the thought of breeding Alison worry me? A little bit, maybe—but it excited me even more. What can I say, I was part tiger now. 

“Next time, we’ll be more careful,” Alison assured herself. I could already tell she wouldn’t be. That the next time we were together, she’d be begging for me to spray down her ovaries and give her a child. And if she didn’t, Mira would make sure she was so horny she’d break and take my load. 

“Yeah, sure,” I said, running a hand down Alison’s arm. She’d already passed out—she was snoozing gently against me, looking like she didn’t have a single care in the world. 


What a girl, I thought, watching her for a few more minutes. You’d never think she was fighting for her life just a little while ago. Fuck, I’m a lucky guy… 

I was out like a light in short order. In what felt like the span of a blink, I opened my eyes to find myself alone on the couch, tangled up messily in the blankets like a cat. The smell of cooking hit my nostrils, and a moment later my ears sharpened to hear a female voice singing an old love song like a lullaby. 

No. Two voices. Alison and Mira, cooking breakfast together. 

I can’t believe it, I thought, snuggling further into the warmth of the sheets. The girl I had a quickie with in the alley and the girl I went to bed with last night, working together to fix me a big breakfast. Is this what life was like for all the Primes before me? 

I doubted the Autarch himself had ever had such a sweet wake-up call before. 

I sighed and stretched, trusting the noise to alert the women that I was now listening in on whatever gossipy conversation they had in the kitchen while they cooked. I’d just sat up with a clever joke on my mind, to tell them that this was my second favorite way of being woken up in the morning, when I saw something that froze me in my tracks. Mira and Alison stood in the kitchen, alright, with a pan of bacon and eggs cooking deliciously on the stove. But that wasn’t the only flame in the building. 

A miniature fireball danced along Alison’s fingers in time with the music. 


Chapter 11

I watched the flame dance from finger to finger across Alison’s hand, expecting any moment for it to wink out of existence and prove itself to be a hallucination or a fake. It looked like nothing so much as the tip of an invisible lighter, crawling across her knuckles as if she’d practiced some clever sleight of hand.

But this was no trick. This was magic. Alison was doing magic.

“Good morning,” I said, startling both women.

Mira turned back to the pan of eggs and bacon with a giggle, while Alison looked like a kid caught with her hand in the cookie jar. She glanced down at the flame as if deciding whether or not to snuff it out—then, seeing the cat was already out of the bag, she let it dance to her palm and stay there.

“Hey there, Nick,” Alison said, flashing a guilty little grin. “How’d you sleep last night? Couch was a little rough, huh?”

I decided to play it cool. Alison and Mira expected me to freak out when I saw the co-ed doing magic—so I wouldn’t. Besides, I thought, she’s one of the Prime’s girls. No big shock she picked up a trick or two.

“Didn’t matter,” I said, taking a seat at the table. “I slept like a fucking rock. Someone tired me out.”

“So I heard!” Mira said, turning around with a big grin. For whatever reason, the shifter was acting like she hadn’t come out into the living room while I was still naked and inside of Allie—which was fine by me. I wasn’t about to coddle her hangups. “And as you can see, your girlfriend woke up with a new talent this morning.”

“Check it out,” Alison said, taking the seat next to mine. She looked so excited to be telling me this, as if she’d been waiting all morning for me to get up. “Mira says I’m something called a Beastmage—a kind of elemental mage. All the women who hooked up with the Prime back in the old days could do magic, but it was lost when Mu sank into the ocean. So far, all I’ve been able to conjure is this little flame—but Mira tells me that the closer you and I get, the more powerful I’ll become!”

“Mages can access the elemental powers of a beast,” Mira explained, her shapely back to me as she tended our breakfast. “It makes sense she’d pick up fire, since that’s what’s in your Primal Talisman right now—my essence, a Tiger’s essence. Tigers are aspected to fire.”

“Mira says there haven’t been Beastmages in hundreds of years,” Alison said, her eyes as wide as Christmas morning. “You made me into one, Nick! Isn’t that great?”

“It’s amazing!” I said, shaking my head. “It’s so crazy that I’m not sure how to react.”

I poured myself a glass of orange juice from the carafe in the middle of the table. What’s this about you being my girlfriend, though?”

Alison’s nostrils flared with surprise. “Excuse me?” She glanced over at Mira for support, a shocked little laugh spilling from her throat. “After last night, I guess I just assumed,” she said, putting a hand on her hip. “Was something wrong with last night?”

Just then, Mira pulled the pan off the stove. In short order, she’d served all three of us a huge helping of bacon and eggs, then took her own place at the seat at the table directly opposite mine.

“No, nothing was wrong,” I said, biting into a piece of bacon. “God, Mira—this is fucking delicious. And there’s toast, too?”

“Homemade bread,” the blonde shifter said, giving Alison a superior little wink. “I keep a sourdough starter on hand just in case I have company—it’s a little hobby of mine.”

“Well it’s fantastic,” I said with a big grin. “Thank you so much.”

“What was wrong with last night?” Alison repeated, a bit more heated this time.

“Nothing,” I said, looking the co-ed up and down. “It’s just, I dunno. I don’t think the new me does the whole girlfriend thing, exactly.” I pointed across the table. “After Mira and I were together for the first time, she referred to herself as my mate—which I think is a better word for it. Still not exact, but close enough.”

Alison’s brows furrowed together. “What’s the difference?”

I toyed with a greasy bit of bacon fat on the end of my fork. “Mira,” I asked, in the mode of a student asking a professor a question. “Do tigers mate for life?”

Oh yeah. Mira was definitely getting off on this.

“They most certainly do not,” the shifter purred, her crimson lips parting to admit a morsel of breakfast. “When a male tiger finds a hot little tigress who’s receptive to his advances, he mounts her from behind and fucks her little tigress brains out. Then he usually crashes at her place for two or three days and does it some more, just to make sure he’s impregnated her. Then—” Mira made the sound of a rocket taking off, “—WHOOSH! Off to the next cute little kitty.” She beamed at Alison as if she dreamed of getting one over on girls like her all her life. “They don’t really do dating.”

As Alison’s face fell, Mira and I clinked our glasses together. “Mira,” I said, grinning from ear to ear, “you are one cool kitty.”

“Thank you, sir,” she responded, slipping so naturally into a role as my second-in-command that it felt like she’d been preparing for it all her life. “I hope to keep your estimation of me as high as it can be for a very, very long time.”

Alison now looked like she’d opened all of her presents on Christmas morning, only to find them stuffed full of lumps of coal. “But I… I need you, Nick! I have to increase my bond with you in order to power up my magic!”

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” I grunted, downing the rest of my glass in one gulp. I spread my legs wide, like a conqueror astride his throne. “I’m sure a girl with your natural assets can think of plenty of ways to keep this tiger interested…”

Before Alison could name any of them, the sound of knocking filled the tiny apartment.

In an instant, I was on high alert. The tiger inside of me let out a low roar, and I sprang from the chair, the half-eaten remnants of breakfast forgotten for the moment.

“I thought you said none of your coworkers knew about this place,” I grunted, flanking the side of the door. I knew which way the hinges opened, and that the door would shield me for a moment, letting me get the first strike on whoever came in.

“They don’t,” Mira said, sounding confused herself.

“Were you expecting someone?” Alison asked, her fork frozen halfway to her mouth.

“Mira!” The voice was high and giggly, and so feminine that it sent a bolt from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. “I know you like to sleep in on your day off, but you promised you’d take me to the boardwalk today! Get up, sleepyhead!”

“Oh shit,” Mira blurted. “Is today Tuesday!?”

“M-i-i-i-ra!” the person on the other side of the door said in a sing-song tone. “Come out to play-ay!”

“She’s got good taste in movies, whoever she is.” I glanced back at the blonde shifter. “Who’s the company?”

Mira stood dumbfounded, her pretty mouth moving silently. “Shit, that’s my… my little sister, Sophie. She shouldn’t see either of you. Go get in the bedroom, and I’ll… I’ll tell her I’m feeling sick or something…”

But Mira didn’t get the chance. My enhanced senses picked up the telltale click of a key being fit into a lock, and the deadbolt to the apartment’s entrance turned to the side.

“It’s a good thing you left me a spare key, huh?” the voice giggled.

The door swung inward, blocking the intruder’s view of me the way I’d intended and giving me a clear shot at the back of their head once they walked in. Only I didn’t want to attack the person now, given that I knew they were related to Mira.

Instead, I froze, wondering if they’d go away.

“Oh wow, something smells great,” the girl said, her footsteps entering the room. “Mira, I—oh! Who’s your friend?”

Sophie stepped out from behind the door. My heart skipped a beat, and my eyes nearly fell out of my head. I felt like one of those cartoon wolves whose tongue unfurls across the floor like a red carpet.

I knew I’d just been telling Alison about how I didn’t mate for life—but this girl made me hear wedding bells.

As if pulled by a string, my hand grabbed the door and slammed it shut behind Sophie. I wanted her to turn, to jump with shock at the sight of me shirtless behind her—and more than that, I wanted to see what happened when she looked me up and down for the first time.

Sophie jumped nearly a foot in the air as the door closed.

“Fuck!” she winced, lifting her arms balled into fists. “You scared the shit out of me… oh wow. Looks like you had quite the party last night, huh, Mira? And I wasn’t invited? That’s just like you to not tell me.”

“If I’d have known you existed,” I said, drinking in the sight of Sophie standing before me, “you’d most definitely have been first on the guest list.”

Sophie’s facial features resembled Mira’s to an extent that I knew the shifter hadn’t been lying about the two of them being related. They both had long, blonde hair that stretched to their asses, but Sophie’s was more ash-blonde in color. Sophie was the same height as her older sister, but where Mira’s sleek curves spoke to her ferocity as a tigress shifter, Sophie had the mouth-watering curves and perfect, gravity-defying T&A of an underwear model.

She was the kind of girl who could make strong men fall to their knees and weep. One look at her, and I knew I would need every ounce of resolve in my new body to not turn into putty.

Sophie’s gaze raked over my shirtless body with a surprising degree of frankness, considering her sister was sitting less than a stone’s throw away. Her eyes lingered on the bulge in my boxers, and she nibbled her bottom lip.

“Uh huh,” Sophie giggled, her eyes narrowing in exactly the same way as her sister’s. “Looks like Mira was the meat in one hell of a hottie sandwich last night...”

“I did not have sex with these two last night,” Mira said defensively.

“But we did have sex,” I added, feeling cheeky as hell. “I fucked your sister,” I added, leaning in close with a smile. “She liked it.”

If I’d expected this to shock Sophie, I was sorely mistaken.

“I certainly hope so,” Sophie purred, giving me a little glance over her shoulder as she sashayed over to the table. “Is there any toast left? Mira makes the best bread on Earth.”

As Sophie sat herself down at the table’s final seat, I tried to figure her out. No tail, I thought, using the thought as an excuse to check out her ass a final time. I’d definitely have noticed that. She doesn’t smell like a shifter, either, the way Mira does. But she doesn’t smell like a human either...

Wait a second. I froze, did a double take. Sophie didn’t smell at all. Even Alison had a distinctly human scent—the kind of thing I’d learned to pick up on since activating my shifter powers. Where Sophie should have been was just… a lack. There was something floating there, but whatever it was, it didn’t smell like anything I’d ever encountered before.

I wondered what she smelled like between her legs. I couldn’t help it—a part of me wanted to drop to my knees beneath the table, tug Sophie’s skin-tight yoga pants down to her ankles, and eat her out like no one else on Earth could.

Little urges like this kept occurring to me—to slap Mira’s ass, to bend Alison over and fertilize her pussy a second time—and it was getting harder and harder to resist them. On second thought, it was more like I was having a harder time remembering why I should be resisting them in the first place.

Human rules and strictures were so… confining. Everything was simpler in the animal kingdom. If I was really a tiger, I could mate whenever I wanted and kill anyone who stood in my way.

Either way, I tucked the lack of smell on Sophie away for later. I’d ask Mira about it when I had a chance.

“If you weren’t getting laid last night, big sister, just what were you doing?” Sophie dug into her eggs and toast, shaking her head when Alison tried to offer her a bit of the leftover bacon. “Wait—don’t tell me you had something to do with that crazy shit at the stadium...”

Mira nodded gravely. “We’ve gotten into a whole mess of trouble, sis,” the shifter admitted with a sigh. “Last night, I went to the Crest City Museum of Fine Arts, following up on that lead. What I found there was Nick…”

Over the remains of breakfast, Mira explained the whole thing to her little sister. Every so often, Alison or I would interject to add some missing piece of the puzzle—or, in my case, to go into more detail about how badass and awesome my new powers were. I gave an extremely detailed description of beating the shit out of the shifters with the goal of grossing Sophie out, but she seemed more and more interested the more brutal I got.

By the time we were done explaining, a telltale shine lit up Sophie’s eyes. Oh yeah, she’s into me, I thought, my chest hitting my ribcage a little bit harder. Guess the sisters are more alike than they realize.

“Let me get this straight,” Sophie asked. She pointed at me. “You’re the new Prime?”

No point in denying it. “Yes,” I said with a nod. “I am.”

Sophie nodded back, then pointed at the disc around my neck. “And that’s the Primal Talisman? The Primal Talisman!?”

I nodded again.

Then Sophie looked at Alison. “And you’re a mage.”

With a slight smile, Alison lifted her palm. The tiny flame bloomed to life just above it, flickering gently. “Apparently.”

Sophie nodded, then turned to Mira. “And you gave him anal?”

You could have heard a pin drop in the kitchen. Mira’s red lips peeled back, exposing rows of even, perfect teeth—then shifter and sister alike tossed back their heads and howled with laughter. Both of them thought that was the funniest thing in the world.

“And you told me you were saving that for your future husband,” Sophie said, wiping her eyes with a napkin. “Speaking of things you said you would never do… Does this mean you’ll finally bite me?”

All the mirth fell off Mira’s face. She nibbled her cheek, her eyes narrowing as she met her sister’s gaze.

“Uh, no,” Mira said, her tone instantly letting me know this was a long argument between the pair. “First of all, you are still way too young to make a decision like that—one that will change your entire life!”

“Um, I turned eighteen three weeks ago!” Sophie pouted, slamming a fist on the table. “I’m an adult now, Mira, which means I get to make my own decisions about my body and my life!”

“Hear hear,” I said, lifting my cup in mock-salute. “Here’s to being legal.”

Sophie beamed at me, her cheeks coloring. “You brought a shifter and a mage home last night,” she said, turning her gaze on Mira, “but you still won’t let your own sister join the supernatural crew?”

“Maybe I just don’t want you to suffer through the same shit I did,” Mira said through gritted teeth. “You ever think of that, sis?”

“Every day,” Sophie said, rolling her eyes with a put-upon sigh. “It’s always been my dream to be a shifter like my big sister. We’d make the cutest two tigresses you’d ever see—but for some reason, she doesn’t want to make me into one of the Turned. She won’t bite me. I think it’s just because she’s jealous of me, but she insists it’s all about keeping her little sister safe. Blah blah blah…”

“That’s exactly what it’s about,” Mira protested. “You don’t understand the supernatural world, Sophie. It’s not all fun and games.”

“Uh huh,” Sophie said with another model-perfect pout. She clearly didn’t believe her sister. “Would you bite me, Nick?”

“You should know better than to ask me a question like that,” I said.

Sophie nibbled her bottom lip, her eyes alight with mirth. “Oh yeah? Where would you bite me, Prime?”

My answer came immediately. “Wherever you wanted,” I told her, grinning from ear to ear.

Sophie’s face lit up, her cheeks coloring further as her mouth dropped open. “Oh, I like this boy!” she pronounced, looking like she’d just found her new favorite toy. “I might have to take you up on that, Prime. Not that you can make a human woman into one of the Turned just yet, but... it couldn’t hurt to get some practice in.”

Even though there were already two beautiful women I was currently sleeping with at the table, I found myself more and more intrigued by Sophie. Every attempt I made to shock her with my vulgarity just came back to me twice over—this girl was utterly shameless. A gorgeous blonde who’d just turned eighteen, and seemed to have zero hangups about nailing the same guy as her sister.

I decided to be even bolder.

“Please, don’t call me ‘Prime’—it’s so impersonal,” I said. “I prefer ‘Daddy’.”

For a moment, it looked like this would be too much for sweet Sophie. Then she crossed one leg over the other, looked me right in the face, and in a tone that would have made the nastiest porn star blush, she whispered, “Yes, Daddy. Whatever you say.”

“Okay,” Mira said, thumping the table with a spoon. “I’m going to stop this right now before the two of you end up humping all over my good silverware.”

“Aww, but I was having fun!” Sophie protested. “I thought you’d want me to get along with your new boyfriend. Daddy and I were really hitting it off…”

“I didn’t know that’s what you wanted to be called,” Alison blurted. I couldn’t deny how fun it was to see her desperate—to have the girl who normally stood at the top of the totem pole fighting for scraps. “You know I’d call you whatever you want, Nick, you just have to ask—”

“That’s what I want her to call me,” I said, pointing at Sophie. “Are you really okay with this?” I asked Mira. “Us flirting this way right in front of you?”

Mira rolled her eyes. “It’s not like I could stop it,” she said with some irritation. “It’s what she does. The more you feed into it, the worse it’s going to get.”

Worse? I wondered. Or better?

“I’m curious about something,” I said, masking my evident interest with a sip of the bitter black coffee. “Ever since I put on the Primal Talisman, I’ve grown all these new senses. I can see better than I used to, hear things happening from a great deal off—and I can smell with more clarity than I ever thought possible.”

“Must be nice,” Sophie said with obvious jealousy. She wanted those enhanced senses for herself, I could tell.

“I’ve already noticed that humans and shifters have different smells,” I said. “In fact, I’m pretty sure if you put me in a room with four humans and a shifter, I could spot the person able to turn into an animal with my eyes closed. Which is why—and I promise, I’m not trying to be crude here—it’s freaking me out a bit that you have absolutely no scent at all, Sophie.”

Sophie gave a little start in her seat. “Really? Wow, my perfume works even better than I expected, then! I didn’t know it could inhibit even a Prime’s senses…”

“Perfume?”

“It’s Sophie’s invention,” Mira explained, sounding like she’d had to hear about it every day for at least a month straight. “She’s into making her own cosmetics—it’s her job in the ordinary world. At my request, she’s been working on a special scent to mask what you’ve been talking about—the ability of shifters to recognize their own. It’ll help a lot when we have to travel incognito topside.”

“Interesting,” I said, thinking of all the uses we could put that to. “We’ll have to wear some when we’re out and about. You’re a clever girl, Sophie.”

Sophie beamed with delight. The two of us couldn’t have hit it off any better—if Mira wasn’t there to cool things down, who knows what might have happened between Sophie, Alison, and me?

“Anyway, I appreciate the breakfast,” Sophie said, pushing back her chair. “If you’re not going to take me to the boardwalk, then I guess I’ll just drop off the latest reports and go…”

“Reports?” I asked, my interest piqued. “What kind of reports?”

Sophie let out an amused noise. “You let him fuck you in the ass, but you didn’t tell him about your job?”

“She did,” I said, feeling more confused than before. “She’s a zookeeper. It’d be pretty hard not to know that, considering she took us to a zoo to hide us from the Atlanteans.”

Sophie shook her head. “Not that job. That’s just what she does to fit in with normal people. Mira’s real job is wrangling animals of a different sort.”

“Shifters,” Mira said. “The kind that make trouble.”

“Most of them aren’t really bad,” Sophie explained, sounding more eager with each passing moment. “Sometimes, if a shifter pulls too much of their patron animal’s essence into their mind, it can make things… cloudy. They start thinking they really are that animal—and that causes trouble.”

I made a mental note to never give in too deeply to the tiger within.

“Sounds like rewarding work,” I said. “There’s this giant locust we’ve run into once or twice that sounds like it might fall right into what you’re talking about.”

The look Sophie gave me let me know she knew about it already. “You know how you wanted me to keep an ear out for anything weird happening with your old employers?” she asked, turning her attention to her sister. “Like the locust thing? And the Talisman thing?”

Mira’s red lips pursed with irritation. Clearly, she didn’t like being reminded that she’d tried to burglarize the man whom she now thought of as her mate. “Uh huh?”

“Well, there’s some other big beastie that’s been spotted. Up at Amberstone Mountain. I was told to let you know and ask you to help bring the thing down.”

“So we were never going to the boardwalk at all,” Mira surmised, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “You just wanted free food, and to give me more work.”

“Me? Never!”

“This creature,” I said, less interested in the girl’s scuffles than the matter at hand. “Is it a locust?”

Sophie shook her head. “Some big hawk thing. Got a wingspan longer than a Mack truck, from what I understand.”

Mira pushed her chair back and rose from the table. “Great. Sounds like we’ve got our work cut out for us, then.” She glanced at Alison and me, as if mentally weighing whether she should ask us to come or do this by herself.

I decided to make the choice for her.

“Fun day trip,” I said, beaming at the girls around the table. “I’d love to get a little more practice with my powers. Alison and I will come with you to hunt down this wayward shifter, Mira.”

“Sounds great,” Mira said, grateful for the help. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep the Atlanteans off your back. They won’t even know you left—”

“And Sophie,” I said, gesturing at her. “She’s gotta come too, right?”

Mira realized too late the trap she’d just walked into. The blonde shifter made a show of putting her plate and cup in the sink, ignoring the question until long after she’d run hot, soapy water over the dishes.

“Fine,” she finally said. “But you stay back, sis. I don’t want you risking yourself. You just watch the pros at work.”

“No worries there,” Sophie murmured, devouring me with her eyes. “I’ll most definitely be keeping an eye on you… Daddy.”

I couldn’t wait to give Mira’s sister the show she was looking for. Once she saw me in action, she’d be unable to resist my charms—and not even Mira would be able to argue against her joining us.

I’d make Sophie into my shifter mate even if I had to bite her myself.

And once I did, I’d give her a few extra bites—just for being such a bad girl.


Chapter 12

“Amberstone Mountain,” Alison murmured, watching as a sign proclaiming the park to be five miles away whizzed past the Jeep on the passenger side. “I used to go hiking up here before cheerleading took up too much of my time. I would have never thought it was dangerous…”

The four of us rode in Mira’s Jeep, heading down the highway toward Amberstone Mountain: Mira, Alison, Sophie, and me. I sat shotgun—not by choice, but by Mira’s request. The blonde shifter wanted to keep an eye on me, and I sensed she knew I’d get up to some shenanigans if left in the backseat with her innocent, eighteen-year-old sister. As a result, Alison and Sophie sat in the back together, chatting amicably about Alison’s college exploits and what Sophie could hope for as a university student.

Oh, that and ignoring the bodies.

Animal corpses lay in a pile in the trunk of Mira’s Jeep, looted from the zoo’s morgue. Hunting down a creature like the hawk shifter took more than just sharp tracking skills: it required bait. Fortunately, the bodies were well preserved, as they were originally intended for students at a nearby veterinary school to practice on. Mira said taking them might have been considered a crime against education, but under the circumstances, it wasn’t illegal.

Which was why I felt no small surprise when I glanced up at the rear view mirror and saw the red and blue lights of a police car following us.

“Shit,” Mira groaned, her fingers tightening on the steering wheel. “This is the last thing I needed today…”

Sophie turned around in her seat, her eyes getting big at the sight of the patrol car in our midst. “You’re sure we’re not committing a crime right now, yeah?” she asked, hitting the back of her sister’s head rest. “This guy’s going to take one look at the back of the car and figure you’re some kind of feline Hannibal Lecter…”

“Everyone just calm the fuck down,” Mira said, pulling to the side of the highway. “This isn’t a big deal. Let me do the talking, and we’ll be fine.”

As the Jeep sputtered to a stop, all my senses went on alert. Dollars to donuts this was nothing more than a routine traffic stop, but the primal part of my brain couldn’t help but plan for every potential outcome. I knew the Atlanteans hadn’t given up trying to get hold of the Primal Talisman—who was to say they weren’t staking out the area around the zoo, keeping watch on the roads to wait for Alison and me?

If the Atlanteans really controlled the media and the government the way Mira said, would having their fingers in the local police really be such a stretch?

As the police car pulled in behind us, Mira reached into the glove box and got out her license and registration. She also unbuttoned a pocket on her zookeeper’s jacket and took out a laminated ID card showing her job—a smart move, considering she was transporting dead animals.

“Sis,” Mira said, glancing at her little sister in the rearview mirror. “Get ready to bat your lashes and cry some crocodile tears if this goes south.”

“On it,” Sophie said with a wicked grin. “Old guys can’t resist going to putty when a little girl starts whimpering.”

But to all of our surprise, the officer who stepped out of the vehicle was neither old nor male. A copper-skinned Latina strode across the gravel at the highway’s edge, her hand casually on the taser hanging from her belt as she sized up the Jeep. Dark sunglasses hid most of her face, but just from the glimpse of her I saw in the rearview mirror, she looked like a real knockout.

She walked to the driver’s side door, making the motion for Mira to roll down the window before she realized the cab of the Jeep was open on all sides. Her long dark hair lay pinned beneath her policewoman’s cap; her badge announced her as Officer Diaz.

“Do you have any idea why I pulled you over?” the officer asked, lowering her sunglasses.

Mira flashed a half-guilty smile and glanced over her shoulder at the animal bodies in the trunk. “Was I speeding, officer?”

Officer Diaz clicked her tongue. “We got a call from some woman a few minutes ago, complaining her children were crying because someone was driving down the highway with their car covered in—quote—a ‘bunch of dead boars.’” The officer glanced at the pile at the back of the Jeep, looking quite unamused. “That would be you, I assume.”

“That’s a total lie, officer,” Mira stammered. “Those are pigs, not boars.”

“One of them has a hoof hanging over the tailgate of your Jeep,” the officer grunted.

Mira’s eyes went wider than saucers. “I knew I should have used an extra bungee tie,” she muttered, peering over her seat to try and check out the source of the disturbance.

The officer took her sunglasses completely off and tucked them in her front pocket. She had a surprising amount of cleavage for an officer of the law—and her brown eyes looked positively luscious. “Step out of the car,” the officer said flatly.

Mira blanched. “Look, I’m an employee of the Crest City Zoo,” she said, trying to get her ID in the cop’s face. “I’m just transporting these to a facility near Amberstone Mountain. You can call my bosses and confirm all of this—”

That was a bluff, of course, but either way, the officer didn’t look interested in calling it.

“We’re way past that,” the Latina said, a hard edge entering her tone. “You’ve been creating a public disturbance for I don’t know how many miles, letting dead animals hang from the back of your Jeep! Step out of the car, now, or I’m going to have to force you to comply—”

In my peripheral vision, I could already see Sophie prepping the waterworks. I tucked a mental note that she was capable of crying on command—so she wouldn’t get me with that trick later—and just as quickly concluded that wasn’t the way to get out of this situation. A hardass like this Officer Diaz wouldn’t respond to a teenage girl’s tears in the way the rest of the car hoped.

If we were going to get out of this, I needed to take action.

“Excuse me, officer,” I said, leaning across the front seat. “Hi. Can I speak with you for a second?”

The woman’s mouth pinched together in an expression of distrust. She took a step backward from the Jeep, her hand gripping the little clasp holding her taser on its belt. “Sir, if you don’t stop escalating this situation, I’m going to have to ask you to step back—”

Fuck. Was this woman for real?

“Calm down,” I growled, the tiger inside of me boiling over into an annoyed roar. “The only one escalating this situation is you!”

To my shock, the woman’s mouth snapped shut. Her eyes went unfocused for a moment, as if she’d been hit with a strong wave of some powerful scent.

“I, um,” the officer stammered, no longer sounding so in control. “Sir, please tell your friend to step out of the vehicle—”

Please? I thought with a sneer. That’s not how you were talking a second ago.

“She’s not my friend,” I growled, looking the officer in the eyes. “She’s my woman. What’s your name?”

The officer blinked rapidly, as if realizing she’d lost control of the situation. “Says right here on my badge,” she told me, trying to force anger into her voice. “Officer Diaz—”

“I don’t refer to women by their last names unless they’re ugly,” I said, turning on the charm. “And you’re most definitely not ugly. What’s your name, officer?”

Her mouth moved soundlessly. “I… Carmen,” she blurted, glancing around like she was looking for the hidden cameras. Like she’d just stepped into a prank show.

“Carmen. That’s a sexy name,” I said with a smirk. “Carmen, my woman is sorry she’s caused so much trouble for you today. If you let us go up to Amberstone and give these creatures the burial they deserve, we promise we won’t do it again.”

Carmen looked like a fish out of water. “It’s… It’s still illegal,” she stammered, spots of color rising to her cheeks. Officer Diaz looked like she wanted to be mad at me, to pull me out of the Jeep and slap some handcuffs on me—but she was too turned on to be angry. In fact, I could almost see a very different set of thoughts surrounding those handcuffs filtering through her head.

“Then I’ll fix it,” I grunted, popping open my door. “Back in a sec, girls.”

“Wait!” Now Carmen’s hand did go for her taser, though I couldn’t help but notice how it shook as she reached for her weapon. “Sir, sir I didn’t tell you to step out of the car! I asked your woman to please come out of the vehicle—”

“I’m fixing the problem,” I said, walking around to the back. “Come here, Carmen. You can watch.”

The officer fell silent. As I reached the rear of the Jeep, I saw the problem immediately. Mira had indeed half-assed the packing of our hawk shifter bait—one of the pigs she’d taken from its storage on ice in the basement had a hoof hanging over the rear spoiler. If the thing had been alive, it would have looked like it was chilling on its way to some tailgate party—as it was, the whole thing looked morbid.

I set about fixing it. My strength was more than enough to push the bodies down to where they couldn’t be seen, and a few twists of the bungee ties in the back of Mira’s Jeep made sure no one who drove past us on the rest of the way to Amberstone would see anything out of the ordinary.

As I finished up, I heard footsteps behind me. Officer Diaz stood watching me work, her face flushed with sweat beading on her forehead. She’d unconsciously unbuttoned another one of the buttons keeping her top fastened, so that a bit of the lacy black silk of her bra was visible along with her tanned cleavage.

“Who are you?” the officer murmured, shaking her head.

“That,” I said, finishing my work, “is a complicated story. How about you give me your number and I can show you sometime?”

The officer’s mouth formed a little ‘o’ of surprise. “I…” she muttered, the whites of her eyes showing as her lashes fluttered, “I’m married…”

I gave her another one of those smirks. “And? Are you really going to let a little thing like your husband keep you from getting used the way you deserve?” I took a step closer to her, letting her feel my body against hers. “And trust me, he’s a little thing compared to me.”

“I… I shouldn’t,” she panted, a guilty expression on her face.

I reached around and slipped Officer Diaz’s handcuffs off her belt. She let out a frightened little squeal as she realized her own tools might be used against her—but underneath it all, there was something every bit as primal as my powers.

“You would look so good in these,” I growled against her ear. “Give me your number, come when I call, and I promise I won’t let you out of these cuffs until you’re screaming my name.”

“I… Fuck!” Something inside of Officer Diaz broke. “Shit, here…”

She reached for her pad and scribbled down a cell phone number, then tore the top sheet off and handed it to me.

“See you later, Carmen,” I said, tucking the bit of paper into my pocket.

I was halfway back to the Jeep when she cried out. “Wait! Those are my handcuffs!”

“Oh, these?” I let them dangle on my finger. “You’ll get them back when we see each other again. No worries.”

Still chuckling, I made my way back to the Jeep and climbed inside. “We’re all good,” I said, giving the roof a slap as I sat down. “Let’s get this done, girls!”

We left Officer Diaz standing by her patrol car, looking both frustrated and more turned on than she’d ever been in her life.

“Poor girl,” I said, watching her watch us go. “She’s probably going to have to rub herself off while she calls this one in. I don’t know how she’s going to explain how she lost these to her superiors…”

I held up the silver handcuffs. Alison and Mira looked shocked, while Sophie began to laugh.

“Do I even want to know what you did to get those?” Mira asked.

“Just made a little promise,” I informed my girls. “I told Officer Diaz I’ll make it up to her for all the trouble later. We should be fine the rest of the way to Amberstone.”

And indeed, we were.


Chapter 13

“This is the trail?” I asked.

The sun hung low in the afternoon sky. It wouldn’t be too much longer before evening, and already most of Amberstone Mountain’s facilities had begun to clear out for the day. The bright, sunny park full of tennis courts and playground equipment we’d passed on the drive up was nearly empty. Only about half of the parking spaces near the entrance to the mountain’s main trailhead were occupied. By the time we made it to the summit, where the hawk shifter was said to have made its lair according to Sophie’s ‘reports’, we’d have the place practically to ourselves.

Which was just how I wanted it.

Mira guided the Jeep to a space where the pavement turned to gravel, then turned the engine off and made the keys disappear.

“All the main trails lead to this one sooner or later,” she explained, checking her lipstick in the rear-view mirror. “It runs all the way through the park. How specific was your info about this shifter, Sophie?”

As we got out of the car, she explained, “Very. It’s caused two incidents already, but the local press has managed to keep it hush-hush up until now. The shifter’s totally feral—it doesn’t even respond to its human name, apparently. It’s using the trails near the summit as its personal hunting ground.”

Mira stared up the mountain, shielding her eyes with a palm. “Which means it’s got a nest somewhere,” she said. “Or it’s building one. Okay, so here’s the plan. We bring the bait up the mountain, flush the hawk out, then wound it. Once its hurt, it’ll run for the nest—we track it there and finish the job. Got it?”

“Got it,” I said, already moving for the trunk. “Hold up a sec. Are we actually going to kill this shifter?”

Mira gave me a strange look. “Squeamish? You didn’t seem to have a problem with killing back at the stadium.”

“I don’t,” I said firmly. “Not when it’s in self-defense, or protecting something that belongs to me. But Sophie said it—this isn’t some Atlantean agent who’s trying to kill people. It’s just some shifter who’s forgotten that they’re a human being. There’s no way to snap them out of it?”

Mira gave the question some thought. “It might be possible to shock it back into human form,” she conceded. “You can give it a try if you want—but in the majority of cases, I do end up having to put a feral shifter down. Just so you know.”

I wouldn’t have a problem killing the hawk if it came down to it. It just felt a little wrong to jump straight to eradication when it came to someone who’d lost their way. I tried to imagine what it would be like to give in to the Tiger inside me completely, to forget that I’d ever been an ordinary human named Nick working in an ordinary human museum. If something like that happened, I’d prefer someone try to save me, rather than kill me.

“Alright,” I said, popping the trunk open. “How many of these dead pigs do you want to drag up the mountain?” A half-dozen or so lay across the trunk bed, still stiff and half-frozen from the zoo’s storage.

“Two should be enough,” Mira said after a moment’s thought. “If you need to, you can carry one and I can get the other—”

I already had one over each shoulder. For a moment, the weight threatened to throw me off balance, then I heard a tiger’s roar in the back of my skull. My muscles bulged against the dead animal’s fur. Clutching the pigs suddenly felt as easy as carrying two light bags of groceries into a house.

“I’m a-ok,” I announced to the girls. Both Sophie and Alison looked shocked as hell. “You want me to toss a third one on the pile for good measure?”

“We’ll come back if we need more,” Mira said with a faint smile. “Sophie, sweetheart, you lead the way. Everyone keep an eye out for any signs of trouble.”

My peripheral vision was somewhat blocked by the two pig carcasses balanced on either one of my shoulders, but I soon found I could keep pace with the rest of the girls easily. In fact, it was a struggle to force myself to slow down to walking speed—something inside me wanted to drop to all fours, adjust the pigs onto my back, and race up the mountain like a jumbo jet.

To distract myself from the feeling, I decided to talk to Sophie. “You said there were a couple of incidents connected to this hawk already,” I said, matching my speed to her pace. “What kind of incidents?”

“It attacked a drone,” Sophie said, stepping over a root in the path. The trail split a short distance ahead, and she chose the leftmost path without any deliberation. “Got the whole thing on camera—the guy who owned it was trying to sell the video to a local news station.”

“I didn’t know you could fly drones on Amberstone Mountain.”

A wicked smile lit up Sophie’s face. “You can’t. That’s how our contact convinced him to relent—and sell the footage to them for a handsome price. He more than made back what he lost from the drone.”

Mira came up alongside us, her tone one of warning. “Just because it hasn’t directly attacked anyone yet doesn’t mean that it won’t,” she cautioned, seeing my desire to save this person rather than kill them. “When a shifter goes feral, it’s very hard to remind them of their human body. It probably didn’t even know it was attacking a drone—likely, it thought it was dinner…”

We walked in silence for a bit, broken only when Alison snapped the heel of her shoe and swore. “Fuck,” the co-ed growled, slipping off the other one to match. “Now I’m going to have to walk up this mountain barefoot. I don’t suppose you had some slippers or something back in your car, Mira, did you?”

The blonde shifter shook her head. “Sorry.”

“I can carry you,” I offered, stomping over. “Just gotta make a little room...”

Alison let out a shocked little laugh. “Nick, you’re carrying dead pigs.”

“Then cut your feet up on twigs and rocks for all I care,” I said with a smile. “Or you could put those cute legs of yours over my shoulders, the way I did to you the other night…”

A flush rose to Alison’s cheeks as she remembered the way I’d gone down on her before fucking her. I’d been more animalistic than ever then—I couldn’t help it. She had smelled so good. I couldn’t smell her now, since we were all wearing that perfume of Sophie’s to hide our scents. It made me wonder how Sophie would smell without her special perfume. Would she turn me on even more?

Finally, Alison relented. “If you’re okay with it,” she said, watching as I got down on one knee and lowered my head. “Gonna have to be careful not to get pig juice all over my skirt…”

Alison sat astride my shoulders like a little kid, her shapely legs hanging down across my chest. I stood up to my full height, grunting just a bit as I drew on more of the tiger within.

This is some good exercise, I thought, smirking as we made our way up the mountain once more. Definitely working up an appetite for later.

The fact that Alison’s womanhood ground against the back of my head every few steps didn’t hurt, either.

“This is kind of fun,” Alison panted, her voice catching with pleasure. “How about you let me put a saddle on you, Nick?”

Both Mira and Sophie oooohed at this, looking to me for a response.

“Nah,” I said breezily. “I always ride bareback. You should know that, Allie.”

“Mmmh, I’ll say,” the co-ed grunted, grinding her panties against the back of my head. Her toes curled against my chest, pleasure infiltrating her body as she rubbed herself on me as I carried her up the mountain. Despite her complaints about pigs and fluids, it seemed that just the proximity to me made Alison so horny she couldn’t control herself.

Her pants and grunts had just started to reach the point of climax when we broke from the trees and found ourselves on a winding path between the rocks. We were close to the summit now, high up enough that the landscape looked pretty as a picture in all directions. Through the treeline, we could see hikers like ants, most making their way back to their cars.

No sign of the hawk, though.

“How much farther do you think it is?” I asked, mounting a rocky outcropping with co-ed and pigs on my back. Alison had slowed down a bit now that the other girls could see—she rocked her hips in slow, wide circles, grinding her clit against her panties as her thighs tightened on either side of my head. Of all three women accompanying me up the mountain, it seemed that she’d completely forgotten about her objective—the only thing that mattered to her was getting off.

“The summit’s right up ahead,” Mira said, pointing. “Looks like there’s no one up there this time of day. That’s good. We’d get some weird looks for sure with you carrying those carcasses up the hill.”

“Not to mention what Alison’s doing,” Sophie said wryly, giving me a sideways glance. “Not that Nick looks like he minds in the least…”

Alison stiffened at that, but I just laughed.

“Hey, I’m all for the female orgasm,” I told the girls, shifting the weight on my shoulders so that it was more evenly distributed. “Makes everything all wet and tight and amazing between the legs. I’ve heard it increases the chances of conception, too.”

“How do you really know, though?” Sophie said, putting her hands on her hips. “Maybe Mira and I should do some A-B testing—you know, take a scientific approach to the whole thing—”

“Oh fuck!” Alison groaned.

“There she goes,” Mira said, rolling her eyes. “You just have a way of turning every woman around you into a whore, don’t you, Nick?”

“No!” Alison yelled, pointing. “Look!”

Alison wasn’t coming—or at least, she wasn’t just coming. She’d noticed something in the sky.

A black shadow, coming closer. In the shape of a giant bird.

“Oh shit, is that it!?” Mira stood up on tiptoes, the skin on her face and arms rippling. Fur erupted across her body as she partially transformed, taking on the form of a weretiger. Her sharpened eyes focused across the mountain, while she stuck her snout in the air and tasted the wind. “It’s them! Nick, get the bait ready!”

I tossed the sopping wet Alison to the ground and shifted the pig corpses to a front carry. “Just tell me where to put them,” I grunted, ready for action.

“Run them up to the summit,” Mira said, pointing up the slope. “Everyone else, stand back. Sophie, you stay especially far back! We don’t want to alert the hawk before it lands. Once it’s eating the pigs, then we all strike at once!”

It sounded like a good plan. I gave Mira a nod and took off like a rocket, sprinting up the trail with the speed and energy of an Olympic athlete. Every few steps I expected the power within me to ebb, for my ordinary human senses to come flowing back in, but it never happened. The pigs in my arms felt as light as basketballs, and the summit of the mountain was the net I was about to toss the rock into.

As I crested the summit, the black shadow on the horizon grew closer. I knew I had very little time to prepare, so I just tossed the carcasses on the highest rock I could find and hoped for the best. At the last moment, thinking it over, I sharpened my nails into tiger claws and ripped one of the carcasses open, spraying blood and gore across the rocks.

There, that should do it, I thought. Come eat up, hawk. Dinner’s ready…

I retreated down the hill as the shadow swooped in. Mira and Alison were halfway up the slope, kneeling behind some shrubs as they waited for me to return.

Mira gave me a high five as I slipped into cover. “That was perfect!”

“Thanks,” I said, glancing over at Alison. The co-ed was a live wire, her body trembling with need and dripping with sweat like a washrag.

“As soon as we take care of this,” I whispered, leaning over to her, “we’ll finish what we started.”

She nibbled her bottom lip as she glanced over at me. “You’re damned right,” she whimpered, squeezing her thighs together. “I was so close on the walk up here…”

Before I could come up with something filthy to say, the hawk landed. One look at the thing and I understood why that hapless drone operator wanted to sell a video of it to the media. It might have looked like a cross between a bald eagle and a royal hawk, but anyone with even a passing knowledge of the animal kingdom would have known this was no ordinary animal. Regular birds didn’t have wings that resembled huge slabs of muscle, or a black beak polished to an obsidian mirror shine, the tip as hard as a diamond.

With a high, piercing cry, the hawk set about devouring the bait. For long moments, I sat behind the shrub, spellbound, just watching the monstrous bird at work. The ferocity and speed with which it rendered flesh and chewed it up shocked me—and made me realize just how much more powerful shifters were than ordinary humans. Ten soldiers armed with rifles and bayonets would have been ten corpses before they got a single shot off were they to storm this hill.

A glance at Mira confirmed what I was thinking. Both of us were going to have to use our powers to the max to bring this thing down. Suddenly, I understood why the blonde shifter was so often forced to kill rather than save her fellow shifters gone feral.

“On three,” Mira said, the rest of her body transforming into her full-on tigress mode. “One… two… three!”

The last word came out as a growl, and the three of us sprang from behind the shrub. I’d already opened myself to the tiger within, transforming into my tiger-man wereform. I went from two legs to four effortlessly, the shift as natural as riding a bicycle. I bore my fangs as I raced to the summit, roaring a challenge at the hawk shifter.

The hawk’s broad head lifted from the half-eaten carcass, its eyes widening in recognition. Animal cunning shone in the creature’s gaze, yet for a moment, I thought I saw something else underneath that—something more human.

It faded away as the hawk beat its mighty wings, letting out a roar that could have shattered glass.

“Stop it from taking off!” Mira yelled from behind me, her voice twisted into a tigress’s growl. “If it gets away, we’ll have to bait it down all over again!”

Hearing you loud and clear, I thought. I landed in front of both carcasses, bracing myself against the dirt, then flexed my powerful legs in a leap that sent me soaring straight at the hawk. It braced itself, stabbing toward me with that flat knife of a beak—but I was already over its head, having aimed higher than its face.

My teeth tore into the hawk shifter’s wings, ripping through sinew and bone.

The creature let out a heart-stopping shriek, all thoughts of its dinner forgotten. One taloned claw raked to the side, cutting a deep gouge in the side of my belly. I hung on, chewing deeper into the wing between my jaws. I had to damage the thing’s ability to fly—to keep it from going airborne again and escaping. If we could disable the hawk without causing serious damage, we could rescue the human trapped within that avian monster.

So as the hawk’s talons flashed out again and again, I bit down and clung on for dear life. Mira snarled at the hawk from its front, trying to divide its attention between her and me, but the thing kept ripping at my flank, trying to shake me from its wing. The hawk shifter might not have been able to remember it was human, but it had enough intelligence left to know that the sky was its only way out.

A fireball shot through the air, singing the feathers on the hawk’s other wing. Alison looked down at her hand as if she were seeing it for the first time, her jaw nearly hitting the ground in surprise.

“I did it!” the co-ed yelled, pumping a fist. “Get that monster down on the ground and I’ll roast it!”

“Stay back!” I growled through my fangs. “I can just barely hold it!”

Too late. The hawk shifter twisted, depositing me in the dirt. I suddenly found myself staring up at the fading blue sky, a massive claw rearing down to rend me in two. I rolled to the side, nipping at the hawk’s heels, but its wings had already begun to beat.

We had liftoff.

“No!” Mira roared, snapping at the creature’s face. “Come back! Come here and fight!”

The hawk shifter knew no concept of honor—nor should it have. Things like that were for human fights, and as shifters, we were only subject to the laws of the jungle. Fleeing into the air was far from a cowardly move: it played to the hawk’s strengths, allowed it to harry us from above.

I reared back for another huge leap, intent on somehow clinging to the creature’s talons. As I lunged, that strangely human intelligence flashed in the hawk’s eyes for a second time.

It saw the two shifters and the mage surrounding it, intent on bringing it down.

Then it saw the tawny, defenseless Sophie crouching next to a bush, watching the whole thing like a prize fight.

The hawk dove low, diving down instead of up. My jump missed wildly, sending me colliding with one of the half-eaten pig carcasses in a spray of gore. I only stayed down for a moment, chasing it down the slope like a champion skier.

I still wasn’t fast enough. Before any of us could stop the creature, it snatched up Sophie in its talons. Screaming, the blonde hammered the hawk’s legs with her fists, but it was no use.

The hawk took flight over the mountain, Sophie clutched in its claws.


Chapter 14

Mira screamed.

I’d heard screams before—probably more than a man of my age should have, to tell you the truth. There were the overly fake screams of horror movies and haunted houses, of course, but I’d also heard screams of pain as human beings were torn apart by a ten-foot locust. The screams of fear and terror as a shifter realized it was beaten, that I was about to rip out its throat and move right onto its fellows without stopping. The screams of loss and grief when the fighting was done.

So when I say that Mira’s scream sounded like nothing I’d ever heard before, that it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up straighter than a fucking telephone pole—you should know there’s zero exaggeration.

“You bastard!” Mira roared, charging down the hill after the hawk. It was far too high in the air for any of us to reach, but carrying Sophie made the giant bird slow—especially as she wouldn’t stop kicking and punching the creature as much as she was able. Good girl, I thought, watching her struggle in the hawk’s grip. “Come back here with my sister!”

The creature fled over the treeline, squawking like a much more benign kind of bird. Despite the panic of the moment, I couldn’t help but notice our plan had technically worked. The hawk shifter was now injured and was undoubtedly retreating to the same place Mira anticipated—its hidden nest. This was our best chance to bring it down.

But if it made it there with Sophie in its possession, it would eat her before we could do a thing about it. We’d interrupted its dinner, after all.

“I’ve got it!” Alison yelled, spreading her arms wide. A fireball bigger than the last one she’d fired wavered in midair, growing in form with each passing moment. She made as if to bat it toward the hawk—

And I pushed her to the side, sending the fireball careening in a different direction.

“Are you crazy!?” I growled, not caring how much of a tiger I sounded like. “You’ll hit Sophie with that fucking thing!”

Alison reared back, her logical instincts overridden for a few heart-stopping moments by the sight of a pissed-off tiger-man inches in front of her. She mastered herself with an effort, finally realizing what she’d almost just done.

“Even if I hit it, she’d drop,” the co-ed said, slapping her forehead with a hand. “Fuck! How do we save her, Nick?”

Mira had already plunged into the trees, moving as fast as her sleek tigress muscles would carry her.

“We follow it,” I said, nodding toward the horizon. “Hop on my back. Let’s go!”

Alison made to do so, then paused. Bright red liquid covered her leg. “Nick—you’re bleeding. These gashes look pretty bad…”

I didn’t even feel them. Tiger adrenaline flowed through my veins, shutting out everything but the need to save Sophie.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, meaning it. The wounds could be attended to later. If the power of the Primal Talisman couldn’t heal them, Mira would know what to do. “Let’s go! You want Mira to face that thing down alone?”

Alison did not. The co-ed climbed onto my back, digging her fingers into my fur.

“You weren’t kidding about riding bareback,” she said, a mad little laugh escaping her throat. “If I wasn’t so terrified, I might be keyed up to finish what we started…”

I didn’t give her the time. Together, we charged down the mountain, racing after the hawk shifter with Sophie in its talons.

“Keep an eye on the sky,” I commanded, disappearing into the treeline. I could smell Mira’s path as clearly as if a line of smoke cut through the woods, but it was always possible the blonde shifter could make a mistake. She was pretty freaked out to see her sister in danger, after all. “Let me know if the path I’m following diverges from the hawk’s flight in any way!”

“Yes, sir!” Alison said, holding on for dear life. I charged between two oaks and leapt over a large root that was half buried in the ground.

Every now and then, I glanced up through the trees to get some sense of where the hawk and I stood. I could feel the wound in my side now—it pulsed and burned, sizzling against my fur like a brand. The tiger’s healing magic flowed through the Primal Talisman, soothing it away, but slowly. I could sense I was using up too much energy for it to heal me the way it had back at the stadium—but I couldn’t afford to slow down. Not now.

Not when Mira and Sophie needed me.

We were gaining on the hawk. It dipped lower across the treetops, its straight flight turning into a low arc, and I realized we must be near the creature’s nest. As soon as it landed, Sophie was toast. We had to be there when it touched down.

“Hang on tight!” I roared, increasing my pace.

Even if Alison fell off me now, I’d have to keep running. I couldn’t trust Mira to stop the hawk shifter alone. Fortunately, I didn’t need to worry—Alison understood her place perfectly. Some of that haughty nature I associated with the co-ed had come off ever since Sophie showed up—I was hoping things would stay that way. I liked Alison better like this.

Suddenly, the treeline opened up into a small clearing, tucked away in the trees. A stone mound stood in the middle, covered in thick branches as big as a human forearm. Mira stood crouched before the makeshift building, her fangs bared as she watched the hawk approach.

The tigress took one look at the wound in my side and roared. “You’re hurt,” Mira said.

“It doesn’t matter. Your sister needs us.”

“Yes,” Mira said, her gaze twisted between me and the hawk. “She does. I’ll owe you even more after this, you understand? My sister’s life is a treasure I guard most fiercely. Without her…”

Mira didn’t need to flash back to human form to tell me how hurt she’d be if something happened to Sophie. I’d heard it all in that heart-rending cry.

“I won’t let her be hurt,” I assured the shifter. “That goes double if she winds up in bed with me.”

“Oh, you’ll hurt her,” Mira said with a snort. “But she likes that—she’s kinky. I doubt I could stop you from having a relationship with her even if I wanted to—and to tell you the truth, I don’t want to. She deserves someone like you. Someone to protect her.”

Across my broad back, Alison’s thighs suddenly tightened. “I’ve never felt like this before—a week ago, I would’ve told you I’d never share a man with another woman. But you’re the Prime.”

“We can work out those feelings later,” I told Alison. “Right now, let’s save the girl.”

The girl was coming in for one hell of a hard landing. The hawk saw us as it approached the nest, but it seemed to have decided to take the risk anyway—either that, or it felt confident enough fighting us on its home ground to engage. Sophie still writhed in the creature’s talons, but her screams and punches were weaker now, as if her journey through the air had scared her silly.

“Give back my fucking sister,” Mira roared, taking a flying leap onto the nest. “Right now!”

To my very great surprise, the hawk complied.

At the last moment, it reared up and tossed Sophie toward the treeline, discarding her like a piece of trash. Mira raced toward the trees in a desperate bid to catch her—which, I realized a moment later, was exactly what the creature had been planning on.

It wanted to divide us.

The hawk landed atop its nest and beat its mighty wings. A wind whipped up around the clearing—then whipped up, burning through the trees with hurricane force. A wall of it formed around the edges of the clearing, like being inside of a tornado. Through the wall, I saw Mira catch her sister in her jaws, gently helping her to her feet.

They were safe—and trapped outside the wall. Leaving Alison and I alone to face down the hawk.

“Neat trick,” I growled, flexing the muscles of my back. Alison slid down off me, taking a position behind my bulk as she reached for another fire spell. “But you picked the wrong shifter, bitch. You should’ve tried to keep me away from you!”

I could have been imagining things, but I could have sworn I saw a smirk on that hawk shifter’s inhuman face. It reared backward, going onto two legs as it buffeted a gust of wind across the clearing.

Then, right before my eyes, the shifter began to change.

For a moment, my heart leapt into my throat—because it almost looked like the hawk was transforming back into a human. And there was something humanoid about the form it assumed, its limbs cracking and reforming into themselves like something out of a horror movie. But this human was ten feet tall, with the body of a dark-skinned woman and the head of a hawk. It reminded me of picture I’d seen of the Egyptian god Horus—as if it were drawn with an illustrator nursing a hard on. The shifter’s breasts and hips were perfect, nude and completely hairless.

The hawk head atop the body screeched, and a cloak of feathers unfurled down the shifter’s back. A deep sense of wrongness filled my body at the sight, as if I’d laid eyes on a sight not meant for mortal man.

“Oh no,” Mira groaned from the other side of the barrier. “Nick! It’s shifting into the form of a Fiend! It’s gone even more feral than we thought!”

I glanced over my shoulder toward the shifter and her sister, raising my voice over the wind. “What the fuck’s a Fiend?”

“The ultimate form of a shifter,” Mira explained. “Only an incredibly powerful shifter can assume it without destroying their own humanity! An untrained shifter taking the form of a Fiend is like an atom bomb!”

Oh shit, I thought, looking at the hawk shifter with new eyes. This was one hell of a threat, indeed.

“You have to kill it before it finishes the transformation,” Mira howled. “It’ll destroy the entire city before it burns itself out!”

Fuck. So those were the stakes, huh?

I nodded at Mira, then turned back to the still-transforming creature. I had to kill it? Something about that still felt wrong to me. This thing was having the shifter equivalent of a mental breakdown—the fact that it could take the whole city down with it felt almost incidental. I would kill it, don’t get me wrong—but there was something I wanted to try first. Something I’d been thinking of the whole time I raced through the trees.

Rearing back onto my hind legs, I lifted myself to my full height before the hawk shifter. I felt my furred chest with a paw, looking for the silver disc I knew still hung there. I clutched it, thrusting it forward so that the creature had to see it.

The hawk shifter froze. That all too human light animated its eyes.

“I know you can hear me,” I growled, lifting my voice over the maelstrom. “I am a Prime! And this is the Primal Talisman!”

“Nick, what are you doing?” Mira hissed.

I took a step forward. “If there’s anything of a human being left inside you, creature, then help me defeat you. I’ll do everything I can to save your life—but if you fight me, I won’t hesitate to kill you!”

The creature paused. Then, like a puppet’s string being pulled, the hawk head gave a single, uncanny jerk.

Good enough for me, I thought, bearing my fangs.

Both of us lunged forward, plunging into battle.

The fight almost ended in seconds. The hawk shifter had been powerful before, but in this near-Fiend form it was fast to boot. So fast that even my enhanced senses saw little more than a blur as it aimed a kick from its sleek human leg at the side of my tiger’s head, then connected with a crack.

The world shook sickeningly. I toppled to the side, turning the fall into a roll as the Fiend aimed a follow-up kick downward. Tiny flakes of red and black flickered around the hawk shifter’s body, growing brighter with each passing moment. This had to be the transformation Mira was talking about. Once it was done, any chance of saving this shifter was over—and the city would be fucked.

“Fight it!” I commanded, using every bit of the charm I’d used on Officer Diaz back on the highway. “Force it back!”

The hawk shifter gave another spasmodic jerk, as if it were fighting with itself. This movement was less extreme than before, however—whatever was consuming the shifter had begun to win. The power of the Fiend coursed through its bloodstream, increasing its speed and strength with each blow.

It stepped to the side as I bit at one of its luscious breasts, then raked its talons across my belly in the instant it was exposed. Pain flared across my fur as hot blood dripped from the wounds, spraying across the nest. The world went blurry around me, and I nearly lost my balance.

Instead, I kept my forward momentum and slammed right into the hawk shifter. My blood covered its female lower half as I forced it to the ground, my jaws snapping like a butcher’s blade. The taste was wrong, as if I’d been forced to eat rotten meat, but I didn’t hold back for a moment. This was my only chance to stop the creature—I was either going to bring it down here, or it would crush me.

I gnawed toward its heart, intent on stopping the transformation before the shifter could go full Fiend. It balled its hands into fists, hammering my back, but I kept right on. For a heart-lifting moment, I thought I had it.

Then I glanced up and found myself staring right at the point of the creature’s broad, pointed black beak.

That beak shot forward and struck me right between the eyes.

It felt like I’d been in a car accident with an Abrams tank. All the strength went out of my limbs, and I collapsed on top of the hawk shifter as if my body were full of jelly. I tried to lift my head but found that I couldn’t. I was at the shifter’s mercy—one blow had completely knocked me out of the game.

The hawk rose to its full height, towering over me like a colossus. As I looked up, I thought I detected a hint of remorse in its avian eyes. Whatever lay inside it struggling to be free had seen me fight—and seen me fail.

Now I was dead.

Well, I thought as the creature lifted its claws, at least the end of my life was fucking awesome. I wish I’d managed to get that threesome with Mira and Allie, though. Not to mention Sophie…

Wait a second.

Where the fuck was Alison?

As if summoned by the thought, a bolt of fire shot through the air just above my head, striking the hawk shifter right in the chest. The creature roared as tongues of flame enveloped its body, turning its long cloak of feathers into an all too flammable shroud. The shifter writhed back and forth, trying to douse the flames, as Alison tossed another fireball at its face.

“Fuck me! Why didn’t I get to be a shifter!?” Alison huffed and puffed, the effort of summoning such a massive bolt of flaming clearly having tapped her out. “That thing took me the whole fight to conjure…”

“It was worth it,” I growled, the strength returning to my limbs. The Primal Talisman did its work, healing the worst of my wounds and giving me the strength to fight on.

Before the shifter could gain its feet, I pounced. My massive hindlegs straddled the hawk’s breasts, grinding it down deeper into the dirt. The Primal Talisman swayed right in front of its face, sparkling like a jewel.

“Look at it,” I commanded, digging my claws into the creature over and over again. “Look at it! Remember who you are! Remember who the fucking Prime is!”

That did the trick. Understanding entered the shifter’s eyes as it began to transform, the Fiend energy surrounding it shattered beyond repair. The creature shrank, the feathers around its head and face falling away as if they’d been plucked. By the time the shifter stopped shrinking, they were fully human again. Fully woman.

In her altered form, the hawk shifter had been a great and terrible beauty—now she was just great. There was an exotic look to her, like a foreign supermodel, with cheekbones that could cut glass and skin the color of an almond. Her curves were almost too ample, with thick rideable hips and heavy breasts that defied gravity with their perkiness.

No trace of her animal form remained, save for the smell clinging to her. A wicked burn mark remained between her tits where Alison’s bolt of flame had struck her, but other than that, she looked practically unharmed.

I let go of the tiger within, transforming back to a human. I kept a bit of power in my muscles, however, just in case the shifter tried to bolt. I didn’t think she was capable of that right now, but it paid to be careful.

The barrier around the clearing dropped, and Mira and Sophie came running in. Tears streaked Sophie’s face, and for the first time, I realized just how close I’d come to meeting my end from the hawk shifter’s claws. The poor girl looked traumatized.

“That was so scary,” Sophie cooed, hugging me from behind. “I thought that monster was going to kill you…”

“But it didn’t,” Mira said, sounding more impressed than I’d ever heard her. “Not only did you win, you saved the shifter. That’s… not something most shifters could pull off, Nick.”

“I had some help,” I said, gesturing over at Alison. The mage sat on her ass in the dirt, panting hard as she tried to recover. She blew a lock of sandy brown hair out of her face and grinned.

“I should have helped you sooner,” she blurted, shaking her head. “I’m so sorry, Nick. I almost got us all killed…”

“No, you saved us,” I said firmly. “Don’t pretend like you’re modest—I hate that shit. Take the praise you’re offered. And by the way, I really liked it when you called me sir.”

Alison gave a start. “Oh yeah? I’ll have to do it more often… sir.”

As she spoke, the shifter beneath me let out a groan. Her eyes fluttered as she came back to herself, those orbs the same rich brown as her skin.

“Where… am I?” she asked weakly. Her accent sounded foreign, Middle Eastern maybe. I liked it immediately.

“You’re alright,” I said, soothing her as best as I could. “You went feral. You were nearly gone—but we brought you back.” I glanced up at the shifter and her sister, studying their faces. “What do we do with her now?”

Sophie’s face twisted. “Throw her off a cliff,” she growled, her cheeks flushing. “Bitch tried to kill me. She doesn’t deserve mercy…”

Damn—I didn’t expect Sophie to be so fierce.

“She didn’t know what she was doing,” I said, quieting Sophie down. “We should take her with us. Find out what she is, where she’s from. What the hell happened to her.”

“Good idea,” Mira said quickly, putting a hand on Sophie’s shoulder. “If it turns out she’s one of the bad guys, you have my permission to kill her,” the shifter said with a faint smile.

“You’d better,” Sophie said, wiping away her tears. “I only just met Daddy, and that woman was going to kill me before I could get bitten and bred…”

What a combination, I thought, glancing back down at the hawk shifter. She’d passed out.

“Let’s get her back to the Jeep,” I said, scanning around for something to wrap her up in. “I’m glad there’s not too many hikers around. This one would be even harder to explain than the pigs…”

“Shotgun!” Sophie said, prompting a groan from the rest of the girls. “What, I’m not sitting back there with her. She’ll ‘slip’ and fall out of the Jeep while we’re doing eighty down the highway.”

“Duly noted,” I said, lifting the comatose shifter over my shoulder. “Let’s get her back to the zoo, then we’ll interrogate her. And figure out whether she’s friend or foe.”


Chapter 15

By the time we got back to the zoo, my wounds had healed.

It happened so gradually that I hardly noticed it. The burning sensation in my wounds faded as I attended to the shifter in our backseat, more concerned with making sure she was alright than I was. Mira drove like a bat out of hell down the highway, ignoring the traffic laws. It wouldn’t be good for us to be driving around after dark with a feral shifter in our car, Sophie’s special perfume or no.

The hawk shifter failed to regain consciousness the entire trip. She moaned a few times in her sleep, her legs kicking like a dog’s chasing after a car, but those gorgeous almond eyes refused to open no matter how much we prompted. This close, her beauty felt even more overpowering—it was a struggle to hold back the beast within when I gazed at that luscious, naked body. The fact that Alison was right back here with me, helping me take care of the fallen shifter, didn’t help one bit.

“Looks like the Talisman patched you up after all,” Mira said, gesturing at my flank as she stepped out of the Jeep. What had been deep, vicious-looking gashes of the type that normally would have sent me to the hospital were now barely there—just a handful of indentations that almost looked like stretch marks.

Those should make some cool scars, I thought, running an experimental finger over the healed flesh. Chicks dig scars.

My chicks, at least. Alison and Sophie looked even more awestruck at the sight of me as I carried the shifter over my shoulders, completely shirtless as we headed for the hidden apartment beneath the zoo. Thanks to Mira’s careful planning, we didn’t run into any other zoo employees on the way down—but I would’ve loved to have seen what they’d have thought if they’d run into me.

Finally, we made it to Mira’s apartment. The place was just as we’d left it—which meant it could have used some cleaning. I shoved aside some old wine bottles as I laid the shifter down across the couch, then sent Sophie off to find the naked woman a blanket and some clothes that might fit.

The burn mark remained across the woman’s chest, an angry smear between her breasts where Alison’s flame spell had hit her. It looked to be causing her severe pain still. I wonder, I thought, glancing down at the Primal Talisman. The thing had healed me up right quick. Could it do the same for others, if I focused its power?

As the girls busied themselves around the apartment, I slipped the disc from around my neck and pressed the cold metal to the shifter’s chest. A hissing sound filled the apartment, and I almost pulled back, thinking I was hurting the poor girl.

Then I saw the black mark between her breasts fading. I ran the disc up and down, covering every place where the burn touched, and watched as it disappeared as if it had never been there.

“Holy shit,” I whispered, stunned. The Primal Talisman was even more powerful than I’d thought.

I looked up to tell Mira what I’d done—and saw the shifter staring at me, her eyes finally open.

“Hello there,” I whispered, not wanting to frighten her too badly. “You’re safe now—”

The shifter shot backward like an animal caught in a trap. A frightened shriek erupted from her throat, loud enough to shake the walls. In a flash, the girls were there, surrounding the shifter and trying to calm her down. Sophie entered from the bedroom, an old afghan tossed over her shoulders and a pair of bell bottom style pajama pants clutched in her hands. Already I noted they were somewhat unflattering, not the kind of thing Sophie herself would wear. Evidently, she didn’t want our new visitor looking too nice.

Filing that thought away for the moment, I turned my attention to the task at hand.

“Calm down!” I growled, reaching for the same reserves of energy I’d used to silence Officer Diaz. “No one here is going to hurt you! We saved you, woman!”

The shifter’s eyes swiveled madly in her head. With my enhanced senses, I could practically see her heart beating like a jackhammer in her chest, the adrenaline overriding her common sense.

“Where… am I?” she managed, her voice carrying that faint hint of an exotic accent. “Who are you people?”

“We’re the ones who should be asking the questions,” Sophie growled, tossing the bundle of clothing and blankets onto the other side of the couch. Only now did I realize that beneath the unassuming fabrics, Sophie had secreted a pair of pliers from Mira’s toolbox. What did she think she was—some sort of Mafia interrogator?

“Sophie,” I said, holding back a laugh. “What are you doing—”

Sophie snapped the pliers in the shifter’s face, a cruel expression stretching across her gorgeous features. “We have ways of making you talk, beak face! First, we’ll start with your toenails—then, if you still want to play the tough girl, we’ll move onto your pretty little fingernails…”

“Oh my god, stop,” Mira groaned, rolling her eyes. “Now is not the time, sis!” She snatched the pliers out of Sophie’s hands and slipped them into a pocket in her vest, narrowing her eyes at the younger woman.

“There’s no need for any of that,” I assured my women. “I’m guessing this woman wasn’t a willing participant in whatever turned her into that monster.”

The hawk shifter gave a little start, as if remembering something they’d rather forget. “Monster?”

I gave the woman a sympathetic smile. “Sit down, girls—I’ll handle this. Miss, would you like something to drink? Mira—that’s the blonde girl who snatched away those pliers—makes a mean cup of coffee.”

The hawk shifter stared at me as if she’d only just decided I was real. “I… Certainly,” she murmured, watching as the rest of my women took up positions around the living room. The newcomer and I had the couch to ourselves. I handed her a blanket and watched with only a small stab of reluctance as she covered up her naked body, pulling the hem of the blanket to just over her breasts. “That would be nice.”

In short order, Mira made all of us some coffee. The apartment filled with the warm scent of roasting beans, and my mouth began to water even before I had my drink. As we all sat back, sipping, I decided to start figuring out what the deal was with our new arrival.

“So what’s your name?” I asked, as mildly as I could.

The beauty glanced up from her cup of coffee, blowing steam over the lid. “Felicia,” she said, murmuring in appreciation as she took a sip.

“Pretty name,” Mira said from her seat. As she spoke, the blonde shifter slipped her cell phone out of her pocket and began to tap. I didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to know what she was up to—while Felicia and I talked, Mira would be doing all the online research she could about the shifter, verifying the information we were given. Clever girl, I thought, flashing her a smile.

“What day is it?” Felicia asked, her eyes somewhat unfocused.

“It’s Saturday,” I said, not quite understanding. “At least I think it is. I might have lost track somewhere in all the fighting…”

Felicia let out a musical laugh. I liked that laugh instantly—it was just as exotic as the rest of her. “That’s not what I mean. What day is it? You say I’ve been some kind of monster, but I only remember bits and pieces of what happened to me. I need to know how long it’s been since I was in my human form.”

“Oh,” I said, realizing. “Uh, Mira?”

The shifter was already on it. “April 15th,” she said, glancing up from her phone. “And yes, it is Saturday. Technically.”

All the color drained out of Felicia’s face. “April!?” she gasped, nearly dropping her coffee.

“When did you think it was?” I asked.

Felicia’s jaw quivered as she turned her gaze to me. “The end of January. You mean to say I’ve been gone for nearly three months!?”

Mira whistled between her teeth, evidently impressed. “You stayed in beast form for three months straight!? No wonder you nearly went Fiend. Holy shit, you must have the constitution of a fucking frost giant…”

Felicia glanced down, a guilty look on her face. “It was not fortitude, I am afraid. Merely desperation.”

I didn’t understand what she meant. But Mira did.

The shifter sat up straighter, all thoughts of digging through her phone forgotten for the moment. “Oh shit,” she whispered, leaning forward with her feet on the floor. “You’re one of the Turned, aren’t you?”

Mira had explained this to me earlier. The Turned were those who weren’t born shifters—they’d been made into one, by the bite of a powerful shifter. According to Mira, this meant they weren’t normally as powerful as a born shifter, with the sole exception of those who’d been Turned by one of the so-called True Shifters, the purebloods descended directly from the Autarch.

“Wait a second,” I said. “What’s the difference between a Tainted and a Turned again?”

“A Turned becomes a shifter through a bite,” Mira explained. “But a born shifter, like me, has a shifter bloodline, even though it might be diluted with human blood.”

I recalled that Mira had said that some people, like True Shifters, referred to her kind as ‘Tainted’. The thought of using that kind of word to describe someone like Mira made my blood boil.

I looked to Sophie. “Then how come you’re not a shifter? You’re sisters, right?”

“It doesn’t always work that way,” Mira said, answering for her sister, who was obviously put off by my question. “But even if it did, Sophie and I don’t have the same Dad, and it was my dad who was the shifter. Our mom was just a regular human with no shifter ancestry.”

“Right,” I said, thinking I was following along now.

Sophie hid it well, but her interest was clearly piqued by this turn in the discussion. She had apparently been begging Mira to Turn her most of her life, and there was little doubt she’d use whatever she was about to hear as ammunition to try and pressure Mira even further.

I turned my attention back to Felicia. “So, you’re a Turned, huh?”

“Yes, I am,” Felicia admitted. “The lowest of the low, apparently. I wasn’t even turned as a child—I only received my bite two years ago, and completely by accident. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Hold up,” I said, cutting both women off. There was something I wanted to ask. “Mira, you’ve been telling me this whole time that the Turned are on the bottom of the supernatural social structure. That they’re the least powerful of the shifters, and that you don’t want your little sister walking down the same path.”

“Little… sister!?” Felicia’s eyes went wide as she looked between the sisters, only now noticing the resemblance between Mira and Sophie. “You wish to be one of the Turned, young woman? I would not recommend that for one such as you—”

“I can make decisions about my own life,” Sophie snapped, clearly unhappy with the direction this conversation had taken. “If I want to become one of the Turned, that’s between me and whoever decides to bite me.” She gave me a significant glance, as if inviting me to decide which part of her luscious, barely legal body I’d like to bite first.

“I’m not trying to start an argument,” I said. “It just doesn’t make any sense to me. Felicia—you put up one hell of a fight when you were in hawk form. You nearly killed all of us without even being aware of what you were doing. If anything, you seem even more powerful than most of the shifters I’ve run into thus far.”

A theory had begun bubbling in the back of my brain. Turned shifters, born shifters, True Shifters—maybe they were all more alike than they wanted to admit. Perhaps the power a shifter brought into battle had to do more with the individual person, than how they were made into a shifter. I didn’t dare say this out loud—not yet, at least. But if I was going to be Prime, and command a whole harem of shifter women, it was a good idea to consider every possible option—and keep myself free of biases.

“Thank you—I think,” Felicia said with a faint smile. God, she had one gorgeous smile. “I’m sorry to have hurt you, Nick. I was not aware of myself when I attacked you and your friends, otherwise I never would have dared lay a claw on you.”

“I know that,” I assured her.

Felicia looked more and more agreeable with each passing moment—and curiously, less interested in covering up. I mean, sure, it was warm as hell in Mira’s apartment, but that didn’t explain why Felicia let the blanket slide down to her waist, exposing her high, firm breasts. Or why her nipples seemed so much harder than they’d been a few moments ago.

“What’s the last thing you remember?” I asked, wanting to get more information from the beautiful shifter before we moved onto more practical matters. “Tell us everything. Any information you can give us would be helpful.”

“Start with which clan you were working for,” Mira added in a less friendly tone. She hadn’t forgotten that we weren’t entirely sure yet whether this woman was friend or foe.

Again, that guilty look flickered across Felicia’s face. “No clan,” she admitted, looking at me rather than the women sitting around the room. “None of the shifter groups in the city wanted a Turned with such a short resume. I had so little experience with shapeshifting, they all assured me I would need a great deal of counseling and training just to be worth recruiting…”

“Why, Mira,” I said with a laugh, “you didn’t tell me the clans in this city were fucking idiots.”

A shocked laugh escaped Alison’s lips. The co-ed had been quiet so far, watching the whole scene unfold intently, but this brought her into the fray. “You mean because they didn’t recruit someone as powerful as Felicia?”

“Because they didn’t recruit someone as stunning as Felicia,” I grunted, making no secret of the fact that I was attracted to this woman. The old Nick would have never been so bold—he’d have been afraid of stepping on toes, of being branded a politically incorrect misogynist. But I could tell the women around me appreciated my straightforward nature. Felicia certainly did, at any rate—she beamed from the compliment, the covers sliding down her hips so far I could see the ‘V’ shaped muscles above her mound.

“You’re a charmer,” the brown-skinned beauty purred, clearly more interested in me than in her story. “I understand now why all three of these women smell like your mates.”

Sophie wasn’t technically my mate just yet, but I wasn’t about to correct her. “What did you do before you were Turned, by the way? You seem very familiar.”

A flush rose to Felicia’s cheeks. “I was a model,” she said, not boasting but merely stating it as a fact. “An underwear model.”

“Ah,” I said with a smirk. “I thought I recognized those hips.”

Felicia nibbled her bottom lip, watching me through heavy-lidded eyes. “Oh? Are you the kind of man who likes to curl up with the Victoria’s Secret catalog, Nick?”

“Used to be,” I said, leaning back on the couch. “Now I’m the kind of guy who likes to curl up with Victoria’s Secret models. But go on with your story, Felicia. We need more information before we make a decision about you.”

There was one decision I’d already made about Felicia. There was no way a woman this gorgeous was leaving Mira’s apartments without getting claimed. She knew it, too, which only seemed to excite her more.

“Let’s see,” Felicia murmured, closing her eyes for a moment in thought. “The last thing I remember is going to a job interview. This would have been right at the end of January.”

“A modeling gig?” I asked.

Felicia shook her head. “No. A shifter job. I was so desperate for an in with one of the local clans, I would have taken almost any offer. And this one was being offered by one of the cream of the crop—a real Atlantean. A True Shifter.”

Instantly, all the girls in the room were on high alert. “A True Shifter?” Sophie asked, sharing a look with her older sister.

“Tell us about him,” Mira added.

“He picked me up from my apartment in the city in a limousine,” Felicia said, the corner of her mouth curling in a faint smirk as she remembered. “I thought I was the luckiest shifter in the world—that my fortunes in the city were finally about to change. I remember us pulling out onto the highway, then everything gets a little fuzzy…”

“The man,” Mira repeated. “We need to know everything you can remember about him!” Her fingers danced across her phone, and I could tell she was pulling up whatever photos of famous Atlanteans she could find.

“He was good looking,” Felicia admitted, glancing down at the ground. “He was sitting down the whole time, but even then, I could tell he was very, very tall. Nice suit, expensive and tailored. Gray hair with a streak of white, one of those... how do you say… ’Roman’ noses?” She made a sign around her own nose to indicate it was large and prominent. “He was very old, though.”

“You just said he was good looking,” Alison asked, confused.

“There’s lots of good looking older men,” Sophie tittered, looking straight at me. “Plenty of hot Daddies in this city—though there’s only one I’m interested in…”

“Every man is older when compared to you,” Mira said, rolling her eyes.

I could tell Felicia had trouble squaring the two statements herself. “It was like...” she put a knuckle beneath her chin, thinking. “He didn’t look old, but his eyes were very, very old. It honestly gave me the creeps a little bit, but of course I wasn’t going to say anything. This man was my only chance of getting added to one of the local clans.”

Mira and Sophie shared a look, a spark passing between them.

“Youth Talisman,” Mira said with a curt nod, going back to her phone.

“Youth what?” I asked.

“One of those lesser talismans I told you about,” Mira explained. “Atlanteans can store up attributes in them by draining them from other people—health, luck, strength, pretty much anything. But the most important talisman in any Atlantean’s arsenal is the one they use to store youth. It’s how they’ve managed to remain in power for hundreds of years.”

“By draining the youth from poor idiots who agree to be paid for it,” Sophie growled. “They give up years of their lives for a quick pay day from the True Shifters. Some even make it a prerequisite for joining their ranks—give up a decade of your life in order to join one of the Atlantean clans.”

“Shit,” I muttered. “That sounds awful.”

“Be that as it may,” Felicia said, “I would have gladly accepted such an offer at the time. But it was not made. Instead… I just sort of passed out. The next thing I remember, I was here.”

As she finished her statement, Mira rose from her chair. She clutched her cell phone in her hand, holding out the screen to the shifter to see. “Felicia,” she said, her tone as sharp as a knife, “was this the man you saw?”

On the screen was a picture of a blandly handsome man. He could have been the executive of a bank, or some oil magnate from a century ago. ‘Bland good looks’ was right—he had the smooth skin and inoffensive smile of a TV weatherman.

All except for the eyes. One glance and I understood exactly what Felicia meant. Those eyes were impossibly old—and full of malice. Even in a photograph, they stood out.

Felicia nodded. “That’s him,” she said. “He never gave me his name.”

“That’s because he didn’t want you to freak out,” Mira surmised, tucking the phone away. “Felicia, you were in a limo with Alexei Koschei.”

Felicia’s eyes went wide. “What!?”

“Who is Alexei Koschei?” I asked, glancing from one woman to the other. Everyone in the room except myself and Alison looked to be on the verge of screaming.

“He’s not just a True Shifter,” Mira explained. “He’s the True Shifter. Some people claim he actually saw Mu and Atlantis sink into the ocean—that he dates all the way back to the war. Even the other True Shifters are a little bit afraid of him.” Mira looked profoundly stunned. “Felicia, if this guy wanted you, it can only be bad news.”

“He turned her into that creature,” I said, shutting down the rest of the conversation. “That much is obvious. This Koschei guy wanted you to turn into some kind of crazed hawk monster—the only question is, why?”

Mira’s face grew grave. “He’s testing something,” she said, shaking her head. “No offense, Felicia, but one of the Turned should not have been able to grow as powerful as you did. Especially tipping over into becoming one of the Fiends—such a thing thought to be well out of the reach of a garden-variety Turned. Even I can’t handle that level of power without burning myself out completely.”

“He’s found a new way to supercharge shifters,” I realized, looking at the faces of each woman in the room in turn. “Except it has a drawback—it eventually turns the person into one of these Fiend things. You said a shifter can’t come back from that, right?”

“It destroys them utterly,” Mira said, the words falling like ashes from her lips. “Body and soul.”

I nodded. “It’s an experiment. He captures one of the Turned, gives them whatever he’s got, then lets them go. He finds out how strong they become—and how long it takes them to succumb to the side effects.” I growled, showing my teeth. “Like a fucking mad scientist…”

“I wonder what he’s planning to do with it when he’s done,” Mira said.

I shrugged. “It would make one hell of an assassination method. If I hadn’t pulled Felicia back from the brink, everyone would have assumed she was just another shifter who went feral. But even that’s not what I’m really worried about.”

It was Alison who finally spoke. “What are you worried about?”

I cracked my knuckles. “This all happened to Felicia three whole months ago,” I said. “How long ago did the locust show up?”

I watched the horrible realization dawn on Sophie and Mira’s faces.

“Oh shit,” Mira blurted, putting together the pieces. “You think that’s another one of Koschei’s experiments?”

“It had the same smell,” I said, as if that sealed it. “If we can beat the locust bad enough to get whatever is inside it back out again, I think it would have a very interesting story to tell. One that might implicate the True Shifters in some extremely bad shit.”

That plunged our group into silence for a bit, all of us working through the implications.

“Well,” Mira finally said, shaking off the chill that seemed to have infiltrated the room. “You’re safe here, Felicia. We may not be a clan—at least not an official one—but we’ll look after you from here on out. If you haven’t figured it out already, that’s the Primal Talisman around Nick’s neck. Which means he’s one hell of a powerhouse. He won’t let anything happen to you.”

“I had noticed that,” Felicia murmured. She reached out and ran a finger over the silver disc, her cheeks flushing with arousal to touch so much raw power. “I’m glad that I’m safe here, and I appreciate all of you looking out for me. I’m more grateful for that than you could possibly know.” Felicia sat up, the covers sliding from her body. “But I want to be safer.”

“Safer?” I asked, glancing around the apartment. “I’m not sure how you could possibly be any safer than you are right now, Felicia. The Atlanteans can’t find us here—and even if they could, I’d protect you—”

“For now, you would,” Felicia said, grabbing hold of the disc and using it to pull herself against me. “But I want the protection of your clan, Prime.”

Oh wow, I thought. Here it comes…

“You have it,” I said, the corner of my mouth curled in a smirk, “for as long as you want it.”

Felicia cleared her throat, her eyes shining with need. “Prime. I wish to be one of your mates.”


Chapter 16

You could have heard a pin drop in Mira’s apartment.

“Nuh uh!” Sophie sprang from her chair, glaring at me in a pout. “You’ve got to be kidding. Nick hasn’t even mated me, or Turned me, and you’re going to bring this woman into the harem?”

Felicia’s head whipped around, her face filling with shock as she looked at the perky blonde. “I was not aware this woman was not one of your mates,” the dark-skinned beauty whispered apologetically. “Or that she wished to be so badly…”

“I want him to Turn me,” Sophie said, crossing her arms beneath the buds of her breasts. “I want to be a shifter like you and my sister. It’s so unfair that she was born with the power, and I wasn’t...”

“I keep saying you’re the lucky one,” Mira grumbled, but no one seemed to listen.

“All of you quiet down,” I snapped, my commanding manner plunging the apartment into silence. “This woman made a request of me. She’s offered herself in exchange for my protection.”

That sobered them up right quick. I glanced at each woman in rapid succession, gauging their emotional temperature. Mira looked like she’d not only been thinking of this as a done deal from the moment Felicia arrived, but that adding her to our group would strengthen our ranks. Alison didn’t look terribly happy to be adding yet another girl to my stable, but from the surreptitious glances she aimed at Felicia’s tits and ass when she thought no one else was looking, she was almost as enchanted with the dusky beauty as I was.

Only Sophie appeared to be ready to put up serious opposition. And that wasn’t because she objected to Felicia becoming one of my women. She just wanted to be at the front of the line.

I had to find a way to solve that problem, or things in my harem were going to get ugly.

“I know you want me to turn you,” I told Sophie, showing her as best I could that I understood her dilemma. “But I don’t have the power to do that just yet. Mira could, but I’m not about to force her to turn you into a shifter against her will. She says you’re not old enough...”

Oops. I’d stepped in it. Obviously, it was the question of age that rankled Sophie worst of all.

“I am eighteen years old,” she hissed, striding forward and sliding her pert ass right into my lap. “That means I’m fucking legal, Daddy. If you want to throw me over your shoulder, carry me to the bedroom, and fuck my brains out until I’m pregnant with your babies, there’s absolutely no one in the world who can tell you that’s not one hundred percent your right. I can vote, I can smoke, and if I were a man, I could get drafted and be forced to go fight a war. If I want to give myself the ability to turn into a tigress, that is my own fucking business!”

“I’m more interested in this whole ‘fucking your brains out and breeding you’ thing,” I grunted, unable to contain myself.

“Well, of course you would be, Daddy,” Sophie said, going from fierce to sex kitten in an instant. “I know what you think every time you look at my gorgeous body. I know what you need, and how you need to be treated. And believe me, this pussy is ready for you.” She hugged me tight, her lips against my ear. “Just tell Mira to bite me, and I’m yours whenever you fucking want me…”

That last part rankled. Something dark and primal reared up inside of me, and I gave Sophie’s ass a hard, upward slap.

“You don’t tell me what to do,” I said, staring down the petite blonde. “And I don’t jump through hoops for you.”

Sophie’s eyes went wide as saucers. “Yes, Daddy! Of course—I didn’t mean it! I just want to be a shifter so, so bad…”

Just then, Felicia cleared her throat. “If it would make things easier for you, Prime, I would gladly allow this girl to be present at my mating.”

A shocked little laugh escaped Alison’s throat. “That’s the most casual way I’ve ever heard someone propose a threesome,” the co-ed said, staring right at me.

It really, really was. Was I willing to take one for the team and knock out two birds with one stone? The straining of my cock was all the answer I needed.

“Would you be okay with that?” I asked, my hand groping Sophie’s ass. Her cheeks were round and soft, and I couldn’t resist sliding my finger between them to tease that most forbidden opening I’d already claimed in Mira. “I know you wanted some one-on-one time with me, and you’ll get it. And as soon as I’m strong enough to Turn you, I’ll bite the hell out of that sweet little body of yours…”

Sophie’s face scrunched up in thought. “As long as you give me plenty of practice,” she finally whispered, rocking her hips against the bulge in my pants. “You’d better bite me every day until it finally works…”

“That,” I said, running both hands down her beautiful body, “will be no trouble at all.”

Just then, Mira rose from her chair. I stiffened, wondering if I’d just gone too far.

“Where are you heading?” I asked.

“Out,” Mira explained. “I’m going to patrol the zoo—keep an eye out for threats.” After a moment, a knowing smile spread across her face. “Look, I’m cool with all of this, Nick. I knew the moment you saw Sophie that you were going to fuck my sister. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to sit around and watch it happen.” She gestured to Alison, who’d been watching the whole thing with a bemused expression. “Are you coming with me, or staying?”

From the look on her face, Alison clearly wanted to stay. Turn this threesome into a foursome. But Sophie was already pissed off enough about having to share me with Felicia, and I had to manage that aspect of her.

“Go with Mira,” I commanded the co-ed. “The three of us will be fine. Sophie will call Mira when we’re done. Won’t you, Sophie?”

“Yes, Daddy,” Sophie giggled, her nails raking at my shirt. “Oh, I’m so happy to have the apartment all to ourselves for a bit! Don’t worry, I’ll get along with Felicia. She’s so pretty, after all—and you deserve to have all the pretty things you want…”

Sophie and I made out hot and heavy, her eager mouth parting for me. What she lacked in experience, she more than made up for in enthusiasm, grinding in my lap like a stripper trying her best to make me cum in my pants.

By the time I broke the kiss, Mira and Alison were gone. Felicia, Sophie, and I had the run of the apartment—the place was ours, our little love den.

I leaned back on the couch, willing myself to take things slow. Now that we were out of danger, we had all the time in the world to have fun.

“Sophie, why don’t you show me how well you get along with Felicia.” I gestured at the naked underwear model. “Go give her a kiss for me.”

“Yes, Daddy,” Sophie groaned, crawling across my lap and over to Felicia. Her soft, eager lips pressed against the model’s tanned cheek, leaving a trail of saliva as the two locked tongues. I lay back against the leather, watching two of the most gorgeous women I’d ever seen—a barely legal blonde and a tanned, toned underwear model—give each other pleasure with their tongues, their mouths, their fingers.

Fuck, I’m the luckiest man in the world, I thought, grinning.

As the pair made out, I discarded my clothes. No need for them now—and it was warm in Mira’s hideout, so warm that I understood why the shifter normally wore as little as possible outside of her job. My shirt came off, showing off the new scars across my chest and along my upper thigh. When I was down to nothing but a tight pair of boxer briefs, bulging in the front with the pressure of my rod, Sophie broke the kiss and sank to the floor on her knees in front of me.

“Oh, Daddy,” Sophie groaned, peeling down the top of my boxer briefs. “You’re so big! And hard!” She glanced over at Felicia, who was crawling across the couch on her hands and knees. “Have you ever had a dick that big inside of you, Felicia?”

The model shook her head. “Have you?”

That provoked a fit of giggles from Sophie’s gorgeous mouth. “I’ve never had any dick inside of me. I’ve fooled around with a couple of girls from school a few times, but I’ve never given it up for any guy!” She beamed up at me, licking her lips with anticipation. “That’s right, Daddy. I’m a virgin!”

“Oh fuck,” I groaned, my toes curling with delight. “You have no idea how hard that makes me.”

“Oh, I think I have some idea,” Sophie groaned, running a finger down the length of my shaft. A fat bead of precum dribbled from the tip, coating the digit as she explored that sensitive bit of flesh beneath my crown. Once her finger glistened, she pulled back and stuck it in her mouth, sucking it the way she’d be sucking my cock in a few moments.

Sophie’s eyes widened, her mouth forming an ‘O’ of surprise. “Oh wow, that tastes good!” she groaned. “The girls at school say guys taste gross, but that’s incredible…”

“The girls at your school are idiots,” Felicia laughed, lowering her head into my lap. She stuck her ass in the air, on all fours across the couch as brought her lips to the crown of my cock. “Nothing on Earth tastes as good as a man’s seed, Sophie. Especially when he makes you work for it…”

With that final reminder, Felicia formed a tight seal around the head of my cock and began to suck. Pleasure infiltrated my body as the gorgeous underwear model slid her lips lower and lower, slipping down my shaft until I was balls deep in her shapely throat. Her ass wiggled back and forth as she sucked me, as if she was presenting her booty for a slap.

I couldn’t resist—I did just that. Felicia groaned around me, her sucking increasing in pace and intensity as I left a red handprint on her ass.

Sophie was practically drooling as she watched Felicia go. “Oh wow, you’re so good at that!” she said, gazing hungrily at my cock as it disappeared and reappeared between Felicia’s lips. “I bet that feels really, really good, doesn’t it, Daddy? You like having her lips around your dick, taking you all the way to the balls?”

“Yes I do,” I grunted, giving Felicia’s ass another spank. “Show her how it’s done, Felicia. Teach my girl how to make Daddy feel good.”

Felicia pulled off my cock with a wet little pop, gasping with pleasure. “Yes, sir,” she groaned, running her wet palm up and down my cock a few times to stroke it. “Come here, Sophie. Let me teach you how to give a blowjob.”

Sophie was an eager student, but the sight of my thick cock clearly intimidated her. “I don’t know—you took him so deep,” she groaned, her own hand sliding between her legs.

“It’s easy when you know what to do,” Felicia said, slipping into the role of teacher as naturally as if she was born for it. “Start with your tongue, Sophie. Run it up and down his length...”

I shivered with bliss as Sophie did just that. She ran her soft, pink tongue from my base to the tip of my prick, bathing it in warmth and moisture. Then, as an experiment, she tried taking me about halfway down, gagging gently around my prick.

“Oh, wow!” Sophie looked beside herself with bliss. “His cock feels so much different than it did a minute ago! I can feel him pulsing under my tongue—ah, he’s twitching when I do this!”

“That’s because he likes it so much,” Felicia groaned, fingering herself shamelessly now. “You’re such a good girl for Daddy. Feel his balls, sweetheart—feel how they’re swelling with cum, getting so big and full.”

“Oh fuck,” Sophie groaned, palming my sensitive testicles while she kept licking and sucking my cock. “Are you going to put all that cum inside of me, Daddy? Are you going to breed me? Some of the girls at school say you can’t get pregnant your first time, but… I kinda want to!”

“Ah, shit,” I groaned, unable to form any coherent thoughts at the pornographic display happening in front of me. “So fucking good…”

Felicia laughed knowingly, her fingers teasing her soft, pink folds. “That means you’re doing a very good job,” the model laughed, giving me a kiss on the cheek as Sophie took me deeper. “Take him deep now, sweetheart. Act like you want to suck every drop of that hot, sweet cum from his balls…”

Sophie didn’t need to be told twice. The girl was like a vacuum cleaner, bobbing up and down on my dick. I know she said she was a virgin, and I had no doubt I’d be the first and only man to claim her pussy. But fuck, she’d had to have picked up those skills from somewhere. I remembered what she’d said about ‘fooling around’ with girls at school, and the image of Sophie and some other hot barely legal schoolgirl eating each other out filled my mind and refused to leave.

My balls tightened against Sophie’s chin as I prepared to shoot my load. I tried to hold back, but she was too fucking good! Felicia put her hand on top of the blonde’s head, pushing her down further on my cock as she made out with me. I groaned, grunted, thrusting upward into Sophie’s throat...

There was no time to warn her about what was coming. It felt so fucking good, like the sun coming out from behind the clouds on a miserable day. The pleasure was so sweet and pure I cried out, gasping as Felicia pulled back and thrust one of her tits into my mouth.

She knew exactly what she was doing. “That’s right, give her all of that cum, Prime. Fill her sweet little mouth with your load. Release all that cum into her throat! Fuck, listen to her moaning as she drinks it down!”

Sophie swallowed eagerly as I jerked against the back of her throat and erupted, filling her mouth with my cum. Any other girl would have pulled back, taken it on her face, but Sophie was intent on proving she was anything other than an ordinary woman. She slurped and sucked me as my balls drained down her throat, savoring my seed like it was liquid gold.

“Oh fuck, you taste so good!” Sophie groaned, drunk off my load. “I had no idea cum tasted like this! Come here Felicia, I want to give you some…”

With a knowing smirk, Felicia stopped kissing me and started kissing Sophie. The two shared my load between them. The sight of it dripping down their eager mouths was the most erotic thing I’d ever seen. Felicia moaned with delight, then let out a shocked little noise and pulled back.

“It really does taste amazing,” she murmured, putting fingers to her lips. “You’re a very lucky girl, Sophie. A woman could get addicted to a taste like that…”

Sophie looked like an eager junkie already. “I didn’t mean to make you bust so hard, Nick! I didn’t really know what I was doing. Did I do a good job? Are you still able to fuck us?”

My mind floated on a whirlwind of bliss. “Oh yes,” I groaned, relaxing against the couch. Fuck, I felt incredible! “I’m just going to need a second. You did a very good job.”

Sophie beamed with pride. “I want to feel you cum inside me,” she said, discarding her shirt and her yoga pants in a pile on the floor. Her tight body looked incredible, more than ready to get fucked. “Will you fuck me and put a baby in me, Daddy?”

I would have in a second—but Felicia had other ideas. “Why don’t you let me show you a few tricks first?” the model said with a smile, gesturing for Sophie to sit down on the couch beside us and watch. “I know you want to feel Daddy’s load inside your pussy, but seeing as you’re a virgin, I think I should show you how it works before you take your first load. Is that alright, Prime?”

“Fine by me,” I said, letting my eyes roam over Felicia’s heavenly body. “Fuck, you two are gorgeous. You both deserve to be my mates.”

“And we’re so happy you chose us,” Felicia said, straddling my cock. “Alright, dear, the first thing you need to know is how to get a man inside you when you’re riding. First, you want to grab the base of his cock like so—”

Felicia’s fingers wrapped around my slick member, pumping it two or three times. I was already fully hard, so turned on I couldn’t think straight. Despite having just deposited a thick load in Sophie’s mouth (one she was still playing with, by the way), I felt as eager as if I hadn’t cum in weeks.

“Ah yes, that is big and thick!” Felicia’s eyes widened in delight as she pressed my crown against her dripping pink slit. “You want to take it slow at first—there’s no need to impale yourself on him all in one go. That comes later, when he’s fucking you rough. It’s best to start off slow, to let you and your Daddy get to know each other’s bodies and what makes you feel the best. That way, he’ll cum inside you the hardest...”

Sophie watched as Felicia’s pussy oh so slowly traveled down my cock, the velvet channel engulfing my rod an inch at a time. “Can… Can I touch myself while I watch you?” she asked, nibbling her bottom lip. “Is that okay, Daddy?”

“That’s always okay, girl,” I grunted, thrusting as Felicia finished lowering her pussy onto me. “Damn, you’re so tight, Felicia. I know you want to show Sophie how it’s done, but how about we move onto some more advanced lessons?”

The model grinned from ear to ear. “Yes, sir,” she groaned, putting her hands on my shoulders to brace herself. “Thank you for showing Sophie the most important rule of fucking a Prime. What the Prime says goes. If he wants to fuck you like a madman, Sophie, you’d better hold on for dear life and thank him when he’s done.”

As if to punctuate the point, I grabbed Felicia by the hips and pumped like a piston into her tight, perfect wetness. Her teacher’s manner shattered as I savaged her pussy with slow, driving strokes, reducing her to whimpers in my arms. She slammed her hips down on me with every thrust, desperate to get me even deeper inside of her.

Meanwhile, Sophie took in every moment of this lesson plan, her fingers swirling around her folds. “Wow, you’re really taking all of that cock!” she laughed, her voice tight with pleasure. “Fuck, he’s so big, Felicia. Is he stretching you out?”

“Yes!” the model groaned, riding me for dear life. “Oh fuck, yes!”

“I like it,” Sophie grunted, her fingers moving faster between her legs. “I want to fuck you just like that, Nick! Bouncing up and down in your lap like a good little girl—riding you cowgirl! I want to look you in the face while you claim my tight pussy—I want you to see every inch of me while you fuck me! Fuck, I wish I had big titties like Felicia so you could suck on them and watch them bounce while I ride you…”

I buried my face between Felicia’s tits as we fucked, licking the sweat from those glorious orbs. Her pace increased with each thrust, her moans reaching a fever pitch. Juice dripped from her slit, coating my cock more and more every time I bottomed out inside of her. I could feel her walls clenching like a vise, getting ready to hit the peak.

Once she did, she’d be mine for life. My mate. And her shifter’s power would belong to me, just like Mira’s.

“That looks so hot,” Sophie groaned, sounding near the edge herself. “Fuck, breed her, Nick! Pump that slut full of your load! God, she’s so fucking breedable—I wish I had hips like hers! She’ll look so good knocked up with your babies, Daddy!”

Fuck, this girl is shameless, I grunted, nearing the peak. She’s even more incorrigible than her sister…

Meanwhile, Felicia’s eyes had rolled all the way back in her head. Delicious noises erupted from her throat with each thrust, mixing with the wet squelching sounds as my cock pumped deep into her dripping pussy.

“Yes… oh yes!” Felicia was practically beyond words now—we moved at a rhythm more primal than civilization itself. “Please, fuck, please I’m going to come! Cum in me, sir! Ohhh, fill my pussy up!”

One more hard thrust and both of us hit the peak together. Felicia came apart in my arms, groaning with bliss as a flood of juice dripped from her spasming pussy. As her inner walls drew tight around me, I shot thick ropes of hot spunk against her womb. My balls pulsed with every shot, pumping Felicia full to the brim and then some as her perfect, tight pussy milked me dry.

When I came back to myself, Sophie was curled up next to me and making out with Felicia. My cock was still buried hilt-deep inside of her, keeping my load right where it belonged. The two women kissed hard, Sophie’s fingers tangled in Felicia’s hair as the underwear model came back down from her peak. Only after a long time did she finally pull off me, sliding to the other side of the couch with a satisfied expression.

“Oh, my pussy’s gonna be sore tomorrow,” Felicia groaned. She looked like she wouldn’t mind in the slightest, though.

The Primal Talisman vibrated against my chest. I could tell it wanted me to reach within it, to pluck out the new power Felicia had just imprinted on it. And under any other circumstances, that’s the first thing I would have done.

But Sophie lay against me, soaking wet with need, and my cock ached to claim her virgin pussy.

“Come here,” I said, slapping my thighs. Sophie looked down in surprise to see my cock fully hard, dripping with a mixture of mine and Felicia’s juices. “Come sit on my lap, girl. I’m going to claim that pussy.”

Sophie’s body literally trembled in anticipation as she straddled my cock. “I wasn’t kidding,” she whispered, suddenly looking more than a little nervous. “I’ve really never done this before. You’re my first, Nick… I really hope I’m able to make you feel good—”

With a grunt, I thrust myself hilt-deep into Sophie’s sweet tightness. She screamed with bliss as my cock filled her, meeting a moment of unexpected resistance before sliding all the way to the bottom of her pussy. She really was a virgin, I thought with pride. Emphasis on the ‘was’!

“Oh Daaaaaddy,” Sophie whimpered, her head rocking back as she rubbed her clit with me inside her. “Oh fuck, that’s the best thing I’ve ever felt! Fuck, Nick, I love you so much...!”

Under different circumstances, hearing the L-word would have given me pause. But here, in this apartment, with my mates, it was as natural as the rapid beating of Sophie’s heart. She was mine, and it was only natural that she’d love me with all her heart.

“I can feel your heartbeat,” Sophie moaned, sounding amazed as she watched the place where the two of us joined. “Oh fuck, it’s never really still, is it? Your cock is always jerking and twitching inside of me—fuck, you like that so much, don’t you Daddy?”

I couldn’t take it any longer. One hand went to Sophie’s ass, the other tangled in her long blonde hair.

“Ride me,” I commanded.

Her pretty face filled with heat as she slowly brought her hips up and down on my cock. “Like this?”

Thwack! My hand came down on her bare ass. “Harder,” I growled, using my hands to take control.

Soon, Sophie was bouncing up and down on my lap, taking my thick cock deep into her pussy. She turned out to be an utter natural at it—her earlier fears about not being able to take me were completely unfounded. We matched pace, our eyes locking as she ground her walls around me, moving her ass in little swirls as she rode me hard.

“Ohhh yes,” Felicia murmured from her spot on the couch. My seed dripped out of the model’s thighs, her fingers swirling around her clit as she masturbated while watching us. “How’s that virgin pussy feel, Prime? Does it feel good knowing you’re the only man who’s ever going to feel that pussy wrapped around his cock?”

My moans were all the answer Felicia needed.

“Are you trying to kill me?” Sophie gasped, her eyes rolling back in her head. “Fuck, you’re burying it in me so deep, Daddy! I can tell you really, really like this pussy!”

“Show him how much you like him,” Felicia suggested. “Get him as deep inside you as you can, you little slut. Let Daddy explore every inch of you! Let him know it’s all his, forever and ever and ever…”

I already knew that. My balls tightened against Sophie’s thighs as the pleasure went nuclear. With any other woman, I’d have already shot, unable to hold back the tidal wave of bliss inside of me. For Sophie, I held out as long as possible. I wanted her to come along with me—to hit the peak at the very same moment I did.

Sophie didn’t keep me waiting long. Her pussy spasmed around me madly, her walls gripping me like a warm hug as she neared her own peak. “I want you to breed me,” she begged, getting me as deep inside of her as she could. “Fill me with your cum, Daddy! Mark me! Make me yours forever!”

Felicia leaned over and gave my balls a gentle squeeze. “Put every drop of it inside of her,” the model teased, licking her lips as both our orgasms approached. “This is exactly what you deserve! You’re the Prime—having two of the most beautiful women on Earth servicing you is what you should be experiencing every single day!”

“I wanna fuck you every day,” Sophie groaned, her eyes rolling back in her head. “I wanna do every position with you, Nick! I want you to fuck me in front of all your other women, and watch you fuck all of them in front of me! Oh fuck, be my King! Please, please please! Fuck, fuck, I’m gonna cummmm!”

I buried my fingers in Sophie’s long blonde hair and kissed her as we both came. A wave of pure, unbearable bliss washed over us both as we shattered, my orgasm hitting me like a freight train as hers washed her out to sea. Her pussy spasmed around me as I shot, Felicia’s fingers making sure every single drop of thick cum was milked out of my balls.

“Daddy, daddy, daddy,” Sophie moaned, the word becoming an act of worship as she came all over my cock. Something powerful flared in my chest at the word, arcing from me to the lustful young woman and back again. It reminded me being with Alison for the first time, and then waking up to find her playing with fireballs in the kitchen.

Had I just done something similar with Sophie?

I couldn’t think about it. As I came down from my peak, the beautiful blonde still in my lap, the only thing I could think about were the amazing sensations still trickling through my body. Felicia stroked the scar on my chest, kissing my cheek and telling me all about how great I was as I finished unloading inside of Sophie’s tight body. It felt amazing, and filthy, and like heaven on Earth.

As I finally finished, I pulled out and unloaded a few final spurts of cum all over Sophie’s perky tits, painting them with the last little bit of my load. She squeezed her tits together and licked them, savoring the taste of my manhood as I scooted back against the couch.

“Well,” Felicia said heavily, watching the Sophie go. “That was the most fun I’ve had in a very, very long time. I’m so happy that both of us are your mates now, Prime. I’m so pleased to serve you…”

Sophie was already looking at me like she was ready for another round. I thought about the handcuffs in my pants on the ground, and how Officer Diaz wouldn’t need them back for a while. Maybe the three of us could have some real, nasty fun—

I blinked, and the room went blurry. The Primal Talisman, which until now had been vibrating gently against my chest, now jerked like a live wire.

“What the fuck?” I muttered, grabbing the silvery disc. “Something’s happening—”

Before either woman could say a word, a wave of power washed over me. In an instant, my senses were ripped away, the room shifting as I raced for the door. Or something inside of me raced for the door.

“Oh no,” I heard Felicia say behind me. Her voice distorted, like she was standing at the bottom of a well. “Don’t let him get the door open, Sophie! He’s not in control—”

But both women were sluggish, freshly fucked. They were no match for me.

I threw the door of Mira’s apartment open just as I transformed. My feet left the ground as feathers erupted all over my naked body, replacing my human form with one more suited for my new power.

I’d imprinted Felicia’s form into my Talisman. Which meant I was the Hawk.

Screaming with glee, I took flight.


Chapter 17

I was a bird. A fucking hawk.

Even after a night with Felicia and Sophie, this was the most thrilling experience of my life.

The zoo retreated beneath me, looking more like a scaled-down model of a zoo than the real thing as I took to the air. It had been easy enough to find my way to the sky as I flew through the tunnels leading to Mira’s underground apartment—I just had to follow my beak. My new senses sharpened the world to a tight, singular focus, discarding all the bullshit about being a human.

All that was left was the sheer exhilaration of flight, of riding the currents and letting the wind guide me.

What a thrill! I’d always dreamed of flying. I’d played video games and gone on an amusement park ride that simulated being in a hang glider, but the real thing made those experiences feel like jerking off versus Sophie’s tight, virgin pussy. In my hawk form, I sensed the motion of the wind and rode it, gaining altitude as I soared into the evening sky.

I vaguely remembered having mated recently—which meant I was hungry. My hawk’s stomach growled, indignant to be empty of food. I let out a high, keening cry to let any other birds of prey in the area know that I’d arrived—that the Prime was here to lay claim to any tasty rodents or reptiles in the area.

No calls answered mine. From far below, I could see two figures like ants shaking their fists at the night sky, screaming, but their cries no longer concerned me.

I’d already mated. Now it was time to go on the hunt.

The zoo gave way to the gentle slopes of a trail, and I swooped down low to hunt for food. Owls hooted in the trees, waking as the sun dipped low over the horizon. Early birds, I thought, the words in no human language as they bounced around my skull. If I don’t feed soon, they’ll claim this forest for themselves.

These were not my natural hunting grounds. I needed to be somewhere higher, somewhere cleaner. I pictured rocks, a nest hidden somewhere far above the treetops, and a vague memory flickered through my head. Had I been more in control of my human senses, the word Amberstone might have brought me back to myself.

But I was too into the Hawk Form. Too consumed by the beast within. I aimed my beak at the mountain and shot off like a rocket, carried on an updraft of chilly night wind.

It was a long distance to the hunting grounds, I knew, but I could get there much faster as a hawk than... as whatever I’d been before. Down beneath me, large animals of every color grazed across a band of gray concrete, spitting puffs of steam into the air. What strange creatures, the hawk thought. So silly.

Cars, a little part of me said. Those are cars…

No matter. I tucked my wings in closer, picking up speed. The mountain lay just ahead, fat and juicy with tiny creatures. I could hear them chittering in the trees and brushes, even from this distance.

I reached the summit and did a long, slow turn, scoping out the nearby area for targets. My hawk’s eyes snapped like a camera’s lens, zooming in and out on the underbrush on the hunt for any creatures trying to hide.

Then I saw a flash of motion. Something fluffy raced from the safety of one shaded tree to the next—a rabbit, hopping madly as it realized a predator was overhead.

Too slow, I thought, ducking into a dive. You’re much too slow to escape.

I let out a triumphant cry as my claws unfurled, ready to pounce. The rabbit nearly made it underneath the nearby tree—then my talons pierced its flesh. Hot, sweet blood covered my feathers as the rabbit let out its dying cry, its heartbeats slowing and fading as I carried my prey into the air.

I stabbed the back of the rabbit’s neck with my beak, tore out its spine, and tossed it to the forest floor. Don’t need this, I thought.

The remains of a massive nest lay at the summit of the mountain. It smelled like danger, but the smell had also faded to the point that it was barely perceptible—meaning whatever predator made this nest its den was no longer home. Also some faded memory in the back of my skull told me that whatever had built this structure was dead. No, not dead exactly, but safe—

My mate.

My beak tore into the rabbit’s flesh, and all other thought ceased.

Once I’d gorged myself on rabbit, the rumbles of my stomach no longer pained me. I took flight, feeling like a king as I gained altitude and soared into the night. Vaguely, I remembered feeling this way in a much different context recently, but those memories slipped through my fingers the more I tried to grasp them. Something pained me, however—clearly, there was some impulse inside of me I’d forgotten.

In an effort to rediscover what it was, I headed back the way I came. The steep mountains gave way to gentle slopes, the long gray ribbon of highway leading to the asphalt jungle of the city and the place where I’d recently escaped. A million tiny motions competed for my attention as the hub revolved beneath me—many, many animals lived here. I knew some creatures used these as the most fertile hunting grounds of all, though the thing that lived inside of me preferred the cold cleanness of a rocky ridge and a nest hidden in between thick branches.

I watched everything beneath me as I patrolled in slow circles, finding it good. And then something from far below caught my attention. Some wrongness, which the thing inside of me that spoke of mates and zoos cried out to set right.

A woman ran down a narrow ribbon of road, pursued by two men.

She clutched a thick sack in her arms—

Her purse. They tried to steal her purse.

She was emitting high, keening cries of the sort a hawk used to announce its arrival at a hunting ground. Only none of the animals in the vicinity of this one seemed to be able to hear her. Thick walls pressed in on every side, muffling the woman’s cries so that only the birds above could make out what she was saying. The woman ran with all her might, but her flight was in vain. The ribbon of road—

Alleyway, Nick! It’s a fucking alleyway.

The alleyway ended in one of those high walls. Were the woman a monkey or a squirrel, it would have been no trouble for her to climb to safety, but I knew from experience that these animals were unsuited for such methods of fleeing.

The woman put her back to the wall, her lips peeled back in a snarl as the two men approached. They moved slowly now, knowing she had no means of escape.

“Give us the purse,” one of them growled, motioning with a sharp object in its hand—

A knife. He’s going to stab her even if she gives up the purse. She’s seen their faces. They won’t let her get away.

“Nobody needs to get hurt!” one of them said.

“Leave me alone!” the woman shrieked in a piteous wail. She slid down the wall into a crouch, as if she might pounce like a panther on her assailants. Yet she did nothing but hold her head with both hands, whimpering.

“Fuck the purse,” the second man said, some horrible emotion twisting her face. “She’s pretty…”

They’ll have their way with her and kill her. You have to do something.

“Let’s take the purse and those pearls around her neck and do what the fuck we want with her! Can’t nobody hear her all the way back here anyway—”

I dove. Hawk-me couldn’t have told you why I decided to attack the two men—only that the thing inside me was screaming for me to do it. That it was very, very important. And so I did, extending my claws the same way I’d done with the rabbit, with no less fervor.

Something inside told me to attack the man with the shining piece of metal first. That metal dropped from his hands, clattering to the alley way beneath as my talons tore into the flesh of his face, ripping deep gouges that rapidly filled with blood. The thief cried out in pain, battering my side with a fist as he tried to free himself from my claws.

“What the fuck!?” the thief screamed. “Carl, get this fucking bird off me!”

The one the thief had called Carl took a step backward when he saw the ferocity of my attack, rather than come to his fellow’s aid. The words no honor among thieves flickered in my bird skull as I screeched, attacking the top of the thief’s skull with the hard tip of my beak. The man sputtered, blood pouring from his wounds, and managed to get a hand around my wing.

The pain was intense. It blinded me for a long moment, and when I came to, I was on the ground, staring up at the thief. The second man had gotten over his fright and was now making his way to me, unafraid to attack a bird on the ground. Behind me, the woman stared at her unlikely protector like she was going insane. A hawk leaping to the defense of a woman?

It didn’t make sense. And as the thieves surrounded me, lifting their boots, I realized that being a hawk no longer made sense, either.

I transformed in a flash of light, the human being inside of me seizing the reins and taking control. All the memories I’d been holding back flooded in at a rush, Felicia and Sophie and the amazing threesome I’d just had.

In a fit of inspiration, I transformed my body into that of a muscular human and kept my head that of a hawk. I loomed over the two thieves like an Egyptian god of old, passing judgement on those about to enter the underworld.

Like these two fuckers.

“What… the fuck!?” The thief staggered backward, panic filling his eyes. He turned to his partner, pushing him down the alleyway. “Run!”

With a cold, cruel smirk, I raked my talons down both men’s backs as they fled. Blood filled the alley as the thieves stumbled, falling to their knees before either of them could get away. Their wounds were too deep.

I pounced, my beak coming down like a hammer against the backs of both men’s necks. A quick one two slam and it was done. Both of them gurgled, blood pooling on the concrete, then they went still.

I picked up the fallen purse and walked back to the woman. She shrank away, pressing her body deeper into the shadows at the end of the path, as if I couldn’t see her brighter than the noonday sun with my augmented avian vision.

“It’s okay,” I said, fitting my unfamiliar mouth around the words. They came out as a kind of savage squawk. “I’m not going to hurt you. Here.”

I tossed the purse at the woman’s feet. She stared up at me, trembling.

“Who… are you?” she asked, glancing from me to the two dead thugs. “What are you?”

I shrugged. “I’m the Prime,” I said, chuckling a bit. “Now get out of here before the cops show up.”

As the woman raced out of the alley, I slipped back into full-on hawk form and soared into the sky. This time, the bird’s memories remained in the background, no longer threatening to overwhelm me. I sensed that it had been a newbie’s mistake, the kind of thing that could only happen the first time I inhabited the form of a new type of animal. I’d mastered the hawk in that alley, and it wouldn’t happen again.

The girls are probably worried about me, I thought, using my hawk’s senses to unerringly find my way back home. The zoo would be a few minutes’ flight away—I’d been gone for probably no more than two or three hours, at the most. Yet I felt certain they’d be freaking out, their Prime having literally flown the coop.

As a soft wind carried me over the rooftops, I wondered whether or not the Atlanteans would squash that woman’s story before it could become front page news. I knew the True Shifters had the media pretty much on lockdown these days, but I also knew that what I’d just done would prove to be an irresistible story. A superhero hawk who fell from the sky, killed two muggers, and saved a woman from being used and murdered? That was the sort of thing that went viral, no matter how much the authorities tried to stop it.

It’ll be bad for you, a little voice inside me whispered. It would be safer to just stay in hiding and enjoy your harem. Not give the Atlanteans more reasons to come after you…

Fuck that. I didn’t care if word got out or not—hell, I wanted it to. I was the Prime.

And the people deserved to know the truth.

By the time I made it back to the zoo, Mira and Alison had returned. The whole gang had emerged from Mira’s underground hideaway, walking among the exhibits as if they would find me hiding behind some cage. It amused me to no end to find Sophie scanning the exotic birds habitat, double-checking each eagle and hawk to make sure they weren’t secretly her man in disguise.

I transformed as I touched down at the front gates, resuming my form as a human man. Of course I’d been naked when I seized the hawk within, which meant that I wore nothing but my birthday suit as Mira and Alison realized I was in their midst.

Interestingly enough, the hawk inside of me and the tiger within my heart seemed to get along. It felt as if they clustered in different parts of my body—the tiger within my chest, beating like a kettle drum whenever I got upset, and the hawk just behind my eyes, bringing anything I needed to see in a hurry into focus. I wondered how future animal forms would augment my ordinary human body—what changes would they bring?

“Daddy!” A voice yelled from behind me. I turned to see Sophie, an instant before she jumped into my arms and began to sob. “Oh thank God you’re back! I thought we’d done something wrong, Felicia and me!”

“I told you a million times,” Felicia said, still sounding like the understanding teacher to Sophie’s bratty schoolgirl. The tanned model had found a skirt and a crop top somewhere in Mira’s clothes, neither of which fit her in the slightest. She looked almost more exposed in that getup than she had naked. “The hawk overwhelmed him for a bit, the same way it did to me. He’s a Prime, and his first time taking the spirit of an animal into his essence tends to become a flight of fancy like that…”

Sophie wasn’t hearing it, however. “I missed you so much, Nick. I can still feel your cum inside of me. I never want to not feel it! Will you please, please fill me up every single day?”

“So you three clearly had a wonderful time,” Mira said dryly. “Welcome back, Nick. How was flying like a hawk?”

“Incredible,” I said, guiding Sophie back to the ground. “Freeing. I didn’t mean to worry you all—”

Mira waved it off with a hand. “No worries. We knew you’d come back.”

“Sophie has something to show you,” Alison said, her voice brimming with excitement. “Go on, Soph, show him.”

Sophie took a step back, grinning from ear to ear. “So, you know how all this time I’ve been begging you and Mira to make me into a shifter?”

I have an idea where this is going, I thought. “Yeah?”

Sophie let out a little giggle. “Turns out I was meant for something even greater. Check it out!”

She lifted her arms—and fired a rushing wind into the sky.

It sailed into the night, crackling with ozone as it reached the apex of its arc. As it did, Sophie clapped her hands together, and the wind exploded in a rippling wave of force. Animals went nuts in their cages, screaming and snorting at the sudden gust.

“The hawk’s element is air,” Sophie explained, nibbling her bottom lip. “So when you had sex with both me and Felicia, you apparently passed some of that energy to me—the same way you did with Allie and the tiger. I’m a Beastmage, Daddy! And I can’t wait to help you kick Atlantean ass!”

I looked around, taking in the fierce expressions of my women. My mates. My harem.

“Good,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “Because we’re going to be fighting them sooner, rather than later. My time as a hawk taught me something very important, girls.”

“What’s that?” Mira asked.

The plan had already begun bubbling in the back of my head.

“That it’s time to go hunting,” I said.


Chapter 18

“The answer is the locust,” I told my harem. “It’s always been that fucking monster!”

The next day, the five of us stood outside of the lion enclosure at the Crest City Zoo, staring down into the paddock containing a dozen or so felines in their so-called ‘natural’ habitat.

“The locust almost killed you,” Alison said, saying what the rest of the harem was probably too timid to bring up. “From what you told me, Mira and you just barely escaped from the Museum of Fine Arts with your lives. And that thing got even stronger between then and the next time you fought it!”

“I know,” I said, understanding her perfectly. “We should have seen it sooner. Hasn’t anyone wondered why the fucking thing got so beefy between its first fight with me and the second?”

My girls stared at each other, wondering.

“It’s evolving,” I told them. “It’s an experiment—just like what Alexei Koschei did to Felicia. He probably grabbed some other shifter, one who could turn into an insect, and gave them the exact same treatment. Which means that locust is getting stronger and stronger, and soon it’s going to start transforming into a Fiend the same way she did.”

Mira shook herself, her eyes widening. “If that locust ascends to Fiend form,” she whispered, “the whole fucking city is toast!”

“Who would do that?” Sophie asked, shaking her blonde hair. “Kill a whole city?”

“One of the True Shifters,” Felicia growled, her voice hard with the memory of how she’d been used. “If it proves that whatever he used on me works, Alexei Koschei would gladly raze a city to the ground. These people aren’t like us—they think in terms of centuries, generations. Getting an advantage over the rest of the Atlanteans is worth any price to them!”

“The locust is the key,” I agreed. “We have to stop it.”

Mira was nodding now. “I agree,” she said, sounding on the verge of panic. “We have to kill that fucking thing before it goes supernova—”

“No,” I said, cutting her off with a smirk. “I don’t want to kill it.”

All four women went silent.

“Then what, Nick?” Sophie asked.

I was glad she asked. “We do it just like last time,” I told my team, trying my best to pump them up. “Trap the creature, wound it, then let it lead us right back to its nest. Or its lair, in this case.”

“Is that what you did to me?” Felicia asked, rubbing the back of her neck. “I only vaguely remember being a hawk…”

“It’s standard protocol,” Mira said, looking at me with a kind of wonder. “For bringing down shifters that have gone feral.”

“Which is exactly what the locust is,” I said. “It’s focused on me like a magnet on a piece of metal—so we bring me out into the open, somewhere we can keep it from running. The damn thing has wings now, so we’ve got to make sure it doesn’t fly away before we can hurt it. Then either shake it out of whatever trance the Atlanteans have it in, like we did with Felicia, or we wound it bad enough that it runs back to its master.”

The plan made sense. I could feel it. Hell, I couldn’t wait to get started.

“It’s… not the worst idea I’ve ever heard,” Mira said guardedly. “But last time, you and I together could barely match the locust, Nick. How do you know we can beat it?”

“Because I’m the Prime,” I told my harem. “And because I’ve got two of the fiercest shifters and two of the most powerful mages a guy could ask for. Together, we’re going to be completely unstoppable.”

It felt like a real ‘hands in the middle, do a team chant’ kind of moment. I was so enthused with my own idea, I hadn’t noticed the way the color had been steadily draining from Felicia’s face as I spoke.

“No,” the tanned model whispered. “No, you don’t have two shifters, my Prime. I’m sorry.”

I frowned at Felicia, totally not comprehending. To say I was surprised to hear this from her would have been a major understatement.

“Why, what’s wrong?” I asked.

Felicia shook herself, as if a chill wind had just blown through the zoo. “I don’t remember most of what that man did to me,” she admitted, staring down at the ground between her feet. “But what I do remember is bad enough. I’m not risking being sent back to that monster—the trauma, the abuse, it’s too much for me to bear again. Not even the mark of the Prime could protect me from that.”

I was stunned. “I’ll protect you,” I grunted. “You know that.”

“You aim to make us soldiers,” Felicia countered. “Is there any general that ever led his troops to war and could honestly say ‘I will protect all of you’?”

That felt uncannily like a challenge. “Are you defying me?” I demanded, showing my teeth. “Don’t think to test my patience, Felicia. Just because you managed to prove yourself adept in the bedroom to become one of my mates doesn’t mean I’m going to give you special treatment when it comes to battle…”

To my shock, it was Mira of all people who came to the woman’s aid. “Nick… it’s okay,” she said, holding up a hand.

“What!?” I whirled on the blonde shifter, her petite body giving a start. “You were just telling me you weren’t sure we could take the locust down unless we all worked together. Now you want to let this woman sit on the sidelines while the rest of us risk our lives?”

“It’s not about that,” Mira said quickly, glancing over my shoulder. “Look at her, Nick. She’s obviously been through hell. If that means she can’t face the people who did this to her directly… I’m not going to force her. And neither should you.”

I followed her gaze, seeing what I’d been blind to the first time. The horrible tremor in Felicia’s hands when she spoke about her treatment at the hands of the Atlanteans. The shock and terror in her eyes at the prospect of facing it a second time.

Even with the tiger roaring in my chest, my heart began to soften.

“All right,” I said with a shrug. “Someone’s got to stay and watch the home front, anyway. Felicia can stay at the hideout and monitor us over the radio. Keep an ear to the ground and warn us if any Atlanteans show up.”

Felicia nodded gratefully. “Thank you, Prime,” she said—then literally dropped to one knee before me, bowing like a knight would to his king. “In everything else I will endeavor to serve you, body and soul, forever.”

“Great,” I said, letting my eyes roam over her body. “Mira, how soon do you think you can rewire one of these enclosures into a locust trap?”

The shifter did a double take. “One of these?” she asked, gesturing to the huge animal cages all around us.

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. We need somewhere we can trap the locust and surround it, and also make sure that no other shifters interfere with the fight. One of these enclosures would be a perfect place to set the bait—and the zoo’s natural scent will interfere with the Atlanteans’ tracking abilities…”

Mira was already shaking her head. “Nick, I can’t use the zoo for that,” she explained. “The animals will be hurt—”

I couldn’t help it. For a moment, I saw red. “All I’m hearing are reasons why we can’t do things.” I wanted these women to obey, even more than I wanted them to give me their bodies. Why did everything have to be so fucking complicated?

My growl snapped every jaw around the zoo shut. “I’m sorry,” Mira said at once, looking so ashamed of herself I could have sworn I saw tears in the corner of her eye. “You’re right—you’re the Prime, and we’re your mates. Of course your word is law.”

“That’s right, Nick,” Sophie added, biting her bottom lip in a sassy pout. “Maybe you should put my sister over your knee and spank her—”

“But if you’ll listen to me instead,” Mira growled, cutting her little sister off, “I think I have an even better idea.”

Well. I’d be a fool not to listen to wise counsel when it presented itself.

“Go for it,” I said, leaning against the lion cage.

Mira nodded, looked to her sisters for support, then began. “About six months ago, the Crest City Zoo got an unexpected call,” she began, her gaze going glazed as she remembered the story. “From the Sullivan Brothers. They run a series of fairs and circuses in the tri-state area—county fairs, local attractions, that sort of thing. You know that dinky little fairground up near the beach, up on the Mitchell bluff? With the big Ferris Wheel?”

I did. “My parents took me up there a few times when I was a kid,” I said with a smile. “Didn’t they just go out of business or something?”

“That’s what the call was about,” Mira said. “They had to close the whole fair—including the carnival’s traveling circus. Nearly fifty animals: lions, tigers, bears—”

“Oh my,” Alison said with a giggle.

“Exactly. The Crest City Zoo decided to step in and give those poor beasts a clean, suitable home. Today, nearly all of them are still here—a few animals found their way into the hands of private collectors, but the rest are still in these enclosures.” She patted the cage next to her, then looked out toward the horizon. “And the circus is still there, out on the beach.”

I tried to picture the place the way I remembered it from when I was a kid. A little peninsula of rock, with a handful of rides, a rollercoaster, that big Ferris Wheel and a bunch of games that had probably been rigged. All with a big top circus, right on the beach.

Mira was right. It was the perfect place to lay the trap.

“All the cages they used to keep those animals in are still there,” Mira said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “We get the locust into the enclosure beneath the big top, it’s not going anywhere.”

I stared out to the horizon with her, my pulse quickening. “How soon could we be there?”

“Just before midday,” Mira said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “Should be a beautiful excursion, don’t you think?”

Oh yes. It was going to be a beautiful excursion indeed.

“Alright, here’s what I want you to do,” I told my girls, speaking to them the way a general might when ordering his troops into battle. “Take the Jeep and drive up there now. Make sure the place is totally empty, and be ready to strike when I tell you. Felicia, you stay here and keep in touch with everyone on the radio. Monitor the police bands, keep an eye on traffic—and for God’s sake, make sure you warn us if any Atlanteans surround the beach.”

“Will do,” the model told me, even giving me a salute. “What are you going to be doing, sir?”

“What else? I’ll be getting the locust’s fucking attention. That thing wants me above all else, so I’m going to give it exactly what it wants. Bait.”

Mira stared at me for a long moment, then nodded. “You sure about this?” she asked, a faint smile on her features. “No one could blame you if you wanted to live beneath the zoo for a few years first. Build your harem up a bit more—maybe crank out some heirs…”

I shook my head. “The Atlanteans have run this city for long enough. It’s time to strike back.”

As my girls made their preparations, I said my goodbyes. Alison threw her arms around me and gave me a long, deep kiss, pressing her luscious co-ed’s body up against mine.

“I know we haven’t had a lot of time to explore our feelings since the museum,” she said, gasping as she broke the kiss. “But once we get this situation under control and make the city safe, I’m really looking forward to going out on a couple of dates. Maybe the kind where I’m not wearing any panties and you’ve got a vibrator hooked to a remote control under my skirt?”

“That sounds like a plan,” I told her, giving her a swat on her ass. Fooling around with Allie in public sounded like one hell of a treat.

She’d barely had time to move to the side when Sophie came forward. This time, she didn’t leap all over me with sobs—she was far too clever to use the same tactic twice in a row. Instead, in front of everyone, she reached into my pants and stroked my cock, leaning backward and kissing me with just the tips of her lips at the same time.

“I’m yours, Daddy,” she purred, giving her ass the kind of wiggle that promises the world. “You’d better come back to me in one piece. I’m going to be wanting you to tuck me in every night from now on…”

That sounded like the kind of chore no man could ever get tired of.

Felicia’s goodbye was a bit more muted—I figured the model still felt a bit ashamed that she wasn’t going with the rest of us. “I’ll keep watch for you,” she assured me, running her tongue along my neck and the underside of my ear. “And any new girls you bring into the harem, you let me take first crack at them. I’ll teach them everything they need to know.”

Yes you will, I thought, remembering all the filthy shit she’d said while Sophie was riding me. Felicia was a natural hype woman, and I was looking forward to seeing how she’d perform in other three, four, and moresomes with the rest of my girls.

Finally, that left nothing but to say goodbye to Mira—for the moment, at least. The petite shifter gazed up at me, her arms crossed as our gazes met.

“Just so you know,” she blurted, “I don’t give every guy who comes along access to my asshole. In fact, I’d never done that before you came along. Don’t make me think I’ve wasted it!”

I smirked down at her. “What made me different, that you just had to have me in your ass the first time we fucked?”

A smile cut through Mira’s exterior. “You,” she said, giving me a punch on the shoulder. “You made everything different, Nick…”

Then she jumped into my arms and kissed me, deep and long. I could have sworn I heard fireworks in the sky as we made out.

“Be watching for me,” I commanded them. “The locust is going to be hot on my heels.”

Then, as they waved goodbye, I took to the air and assumed my hawk form.

Until now, one thing had underlined my entire journey from ordinary man to the Prime—the locust. It had hunted me mercilessly through this city, seeking my blood.

Now it was time for the hunter to become the hunted.

I was going to find the locust. And end its reign of terror, once and for all.


Chapter 19

It’s weird, I thought, in flight over the city, It’s only been a few days since my world turned upside down, but I feel like a completely new person. The Talisman has changed me, made me a new man.

I soared over Crest City’s residential district, passing rows of brownstones and diving low over a public park.

My beak opened against the wind, tasting the city. And the city tasted like locust.

It was out here—I knew it. The only trouble was to find the thing. For all I knew, it had given up on its attempts to find me and retreated to its den—or been forced there by the injuries it sustained in our last fight. This whole idea could be little more than a wild goose chase, with the true locust miles away.

But still that scent hit me every time I opened my beak. Coaxing me on, pushing me to search harder.

I followed it, arcing back and forth over highways and alleys, trying to trace it back to its origin. Gradually, it thickened, growing stronger as I isolated the section of the city where the locust felt the most acute, stung my beak the most.

When I realized where I was, I nearly laughed. I was flying right over the Crest City Museum of Fine Arts—where my journey had begun.

Was it the presence of the Primal Talisman that drove the locust back to this part of the city? Or was it the long-standing scent of my human form, from endless shifts cataloguing new arrivals to the museum catalog? Either way, I knew in an instant—this had to be the place.

The locust had made its den here. And once I roused it, I could lead it right to the fairgrounds—and into the trap.

I touched down in the parking lot, transforming out of my fully aspected hawk form as my feet hit the asphalt. Rather than retreat all the way back to completely human, I kept myself as a were-hawk: cords of muscle stood out on my bare arms and legs, while my head remained that monstrosity that made me look like an Egyptian God. I’ll be in good company in the museum, I thought with a chuckle, making my way up the steps. Plenty of old Egyptian relics in there...

A sign out front announced MUSEUM CLOSED FOR REPAIRS. A construction crew had done a passable job trying to fix the mess the locust had made of the building’s destroyed front door, but the damage to the building was still clearly visible. A tarp and a few stray boards hung over what remained, to keep animals from getting into the museum.

Animals like me, I thought, ducking under the tarp with a snicker. Except I don’t think this is what the museum was thinking of when they put up these precautions.

Inside, the remaining damage was even more extreme. Whoever the museum had hired to clean up had only done a cursory job of clearing away the detritus of the Foucault’s Pendulum—bits of the exhibit still littered the floor, the hole in the roof haphazardly patched with big planks of wood.

I made my way cautiously across the remains, careful not to make any sound. The telltale scent of the locust assailed my nostrils with each step, far stronger inside the museum than it had been out in the parking lot. It smelled far too recent to have come from the last time the creature had been here, either.

The locust had made this place its den.

It made a certain type of sense. This was where all the chaos started, so turning it into a base of operations was a way to impose order on all that chaos. If a human being rested somewhere at the heart of the hideous monster the locust had become—and I still believed that, regardless of how much damage it caused—then its subconscious desire would be to claim this place as its own.

Now, if I was a seven-foot-tall insectoid monster, where would I hide? I asked myself.

Rolls of police tape cordoned off the various exhibit halls the museum hadn’t packed up after the attack. None of them were damaged; but that didn’t matter to the locust. It could fly over any barrier—it could probably squeeze itself into the vent system and use that to move around like the Xenomorph, for all I knew. Every square foot of the building I used to work in looked like a potential hiding place.

Had I been an ordinary human, it would’ve taken me all day to search the place. Fortunately for me, however, I was the furthest thing from an ordinary human.

My hawk’s eyes had already begun scanning the lobby of the museum for clues. And what they found were subtle signs leading me deeper into the exhibits—past the wings filled with ancient Olympian statues and renaissance paintings. Beyond the carefully preserved vestiges of the past, protected and behind glass.

The trail led me toward the very same back room where I’d experimented with the Primal Talisman for the first time, what felt like a lifetime ago.

My pulse quickened as I realized where I was headed. The scent of the monster grew so strong it muffled the rest of my senses, pushing away everything while flipping on my primal fight-or-flight response. I was more than ready to fight: to bring this monster down, to find out what made it tick and discover the band of True Shifters or other Atlanteans pulling the strings.

The door to the room lay half-open, sitting ajar like an open invitation. Steeling myself for any possibility, I dropped into a crouch and embraced the tiger within.

The feathers covering my body instantly fell away, replaced with thick, striped fur. Transforming from one type of animal to another was both faster and more natural than going from human to beast or the other way around. The shift from hawk to tiger happened in a blink of an eye, so quickly that parts of my body blurred as the shift from bird to mammal occurred. My sense of sight fuzzed slightly, losing the hyper focus of the hawk, while my sense of smell jumped to an entirely new level. The already thick smell of the locust deepened, just beyond the door.

With a low, primal roar, I leaned back on my haunches and pounced through the doorway. The door, open a crack, gave from its hinges with a sickening sound, the wood crunching beneath my paws as it landed beneath me across the floor. A short distance away lay the table I’d been sitting at a short while ago, experimenting with the Primal Talisman. Everything looked exactly the way I’d left it the first time I’d run into the locust.

All except for the vent grate sitting on the floor next to where I’d landed.

The next part happened too fast for me to react to. Even as my broad tiger’s head turned, catching the scent of danger, a sleek form dropped from the ceiling. It landed in front of the doorway, standing between me and any hope of escape.

Despite how soundly I’d been tricked, I couldn’t help but feel impressed. All this time, I’d been planning how to trap the locust, hunt it down like prey.

And while I’d been doing that, the locust had been making the same plans. Figuring out how to trap me.

I rolled to the side as a scythed claw whipped through the air, only my reaction time saving me from an instant death. I had no time to see what new form the locust had taken on—surviving the next few seconds was far more important. A hiss filled the room as the locust’s arm sunk into the tile floor, carving a gouge deep enough to stick a foot in.

I reached out for its neck, peeling back my jaw to expose my fangs. The locust had planned its trap well, but it missed its initial surprise attack—giving me a brief window to counter. If I hit it in the right spot, I could end the fight before it could get proper momentum. Mira and the others wouldn’t even be necessary.

My jaw snapped shut like a bear trap, incisors around what I figured had to be the locust’s neck. I bit down with all my might—

And roared, blinded by pain, as one of my teeth cracked.

The locust shoved me backward, sending me sprawling over my own desk. It tilted backward along with me, forming a makeshift barricade against the locust as I landed on the floor. My mouth reeled, a horrible sensation like drinking ice water while chewing gum mingling with the pain.

I’d bitten the locust once before, and had almost chewed all the way to its heart. Its new form must have come from a desire to never have that happen again—to correct that particular weakness.

I spit blood across the concrete floor. I could hear the creature skittering on the other side, preparing a follow-up attack. It would flank me from either side in moments, shooting around the shield I’d made of my desk to sink its claws into my flesh.

So, rather than hide, I charged.

I lowered my broad head and slammed into the desk, sending it shooting across the room like a projectile. My muscles flexed to their limits as I propelled the office equipment across the concrete, slamming directly into the locust.

Thank God for non-profits, I thought as the locust let out a sickening howl. That desk hadn’t been replaced since the 1970’s—it was a battleaxe in every sense of the word. This was no Ikea plywood that would shatter at the slightest shock—this thing hit the insectoid monster like a fucking truck.

Being pinned between the heavy desk and the wall only stunned the locust for a moment. It screeched madly from behind its temporary prison, wings flapping as it prepared to shove me right back.

I had to get out of here. Fighting the locust wasn’t my true objective—trapping it was. My girls were waiting at the fairgrounds, ready to help me bring this monster down. All I had to do was escape its grasp.

So I waited, paws pressed to the mahogany as the locust charged up. I had to time this next part perfectly. The wind swelled higher and higher, the creature’s charge filling the air with the scent of ozone…

Right as I felt the desk begin to move, I shifted. The locust expected me to push against the force it created, not sidestep it entirely. As a result, both locust and desk shot across the room like a rocket, hitting the opposite wall with enough force to crack the piece of furniture I’d used to do so much research. Happy trails, little buddy, I thought, watching pieces of the desk litter the floor.

I turned to run—but then, like Lot’s wife, I made a fatal mistake. You see, up until this point, I hadn’t gotten a clear look at the locust—I knew it had some sort of bite proof armor plating, but the rest of its new anatomy remained a mystery to me. I should have run—beat feet out of there without looking back, then transformed into a hawk in the parking lot and flown straight to the fairgrounds.

Instead, I looked back.

And what I saw froze me in my tracks.

The locust looked more like a human being than ever before—the kind of human being who won Olympic weightlifting tournaments. Thick cords of muscle stood out on its arms and legs, each the size of fucking tree trunks. The chitinous skin the locust wore on our previous encounters had evolved into a suit of armor—overlapping plates of the stuff, covering its chest, neck, and haunches like a medieval knight’s plate armor. Its head looked like a cross between a great ape’s and a grasshopper’s, with humanoid features haphazardly stretched across a long, narrow head like someone with a copy of Photoshop and a bottle of whiskey decided to get sloppy with the ‘stretch’ tool. It was an abomination in every sense of the word.

But its eyes were the worst part. Those eyes were practically human.

The locust climbed from the rubble of the desk and extended its wings. These too were different—less the gossamer thin wisps of an insect than the sleek curves of an F-15. There was a heft and solidity to them, as if they could double as shields or weapons depending on what the situation called for. In the hands of the locust, I had no doubt they could be either. Razor-sharp spines tipped the edges of the wings, each dripping with a dot of black ichor I had no illusions was anything but poisonous.

With sickening clarity, I understood why the True Shifters would burn an entire city to the ground to experiment with whatever created these creatures. To the right man, power like this was worth any price. This creature looked custom-built to kill—to destroy as many of a True Shifter’s enemies as possible.

And at that moment, its blood-red eyes stared at me.

Finally, moments too late, I turned and ran. In tiger form, I raced down the museum hallway, trying to block out the sounds of pursuit from just behind. Priceless works of art lined the walls, each bearing silent witness to the utterly inhuman sounds coming from the locust as it chased me. It gained on me fast—so fast that I knew it would be on me before I reached the lobby.

Shit, I thought, the single word warped by my tiger senses. I’ll have to try something different…

At the last second, I turned—and shifted. The locust lifted two knife-like arms to impale me, only to strike empty air as the tiger it pounced toward melted away. I shifted into the hawk, not just taking its were-form but fully becoming a bird.

This form had massive weaknesses against a creature like the locust, I knew. One good hit and the fucking monster would kill me outright.

But it had to catch me first. And now, I could fly.

I soared down a side hallway in hawk form, dodging out of the way of the locust’s arms before it could regroup and attack me. This wing of the museum played host to a dozen or more ‘modern’ artists, whose exhibits weren’t constrained to merely hanging on the walls. A long row of burnt bricks dominated one corner of the hall, twisted into an eye-searing shape meant to symbolize some great tragedy or another. I didn’t know, I’d never paid much attention to this section of the museum.

I wasn’t about to start now.

The locust landed inches behind me, its powerful arms swinging like battering rams. Bits of plaster rained down as it punched through a wall, shaking a painting that looked like an accident involving spilled milk from its frame and onto the floor. I dove beneath its arms, nearly touching the floor as I picked up speed. Holy shit, this thing was fast!

More destruction filled the hallway behind me as the locust went nuts. The museum’s repair bill shot up by tens of thousands of dollars every time the creature lunged at me, destroying some priceless artifact or painting in its haste to pierce or crush me. Only by beating my wings madly was I able to stay ahead of the creature—and even then, only by inches.

Just then, I rounded the corner and found myself face-to-face with the door to the museum’s stairwell. Only the construction crew that had been so lazy with the front of the building hadn’t been slacking off here: a thick padlock hung on the doorknob, keeping the upper floors of the establishment secure from anyone who broke in.

Which also turned this hallway into a dead end. Damn it!

I pretended not to notice, letting out a triumphant squawk as I pulled my wings close to my sleek body. If the locust didn’t see, it wouldn’t be prepared for what was coming next. I lowered my head as if I were planning to charge right through the door, picking up as much speed as I possibly could. By the time I reached the end of the hallway I was like an arrow in midflight, the insane insectoid hot on my heels.

Right before I would have hit the door, I dropped like a stone. As I fell, I shifted—going from the form of a full hawk to a weretiger in the span of three heartbeats. My paws hit the ground, and I dove between the locust’s legs as it shot forward, carried by its own momentum.

The creature had no hope of stopping in time. The locust slammed into the locked door, its bulk snapping the lock like a toothpick. The door buckled inward, then gave completely, depositing the creature down the stairs near the entrance to the basement.

Glee filled me—but I knew it was far too early to celebrate. The locust would only be stunned for a moment, and the pain would madden it even further. I raced on four legs, cutting through the destroyed wing of the museum toward the lobby. I could see the ruin of the Foucault’s Pendulum, splintered across the floor beneath the dome shaped cupola. Freedom was in sight!

And the Locust was nowhere in sight. I glanced over my shoulder, my own fur tickling my face as I watched for any sign of the creature’s pursuit. Any moment now, I expected it to come charging down the main hall, screaming like a banshee—yet there was nothing. Had I gotten lucky? Had the locust’s neck snapped as it fell down the stairs, or had it broken something it couldn’t fix?

For a moment, I hesitated on the threshold of the entrance. None of this was any good if the locust didn’t chase me to the fairgrounds—that had been my whole objective in hunting it down in the first place. Like a monster in a horror movie, who appeared to have been slain only to show back up in the last shot before the credits, the locust had to be double-checked to make sure it was dead. Or at least incapacitated.

I stared down the main hall, squinting into the darkness. My head gradually shifted from a tiger’s into a hawk’s, my vision sharpening to inhuman proportions as I peered into the black. Was that a shadow I saw near the back door? Something moving?

Then the ground beneath my feet gave a sickening rumble, and I realized my mistake. I’d sent the Locust into the museum’s basement.

It had decided not to stay there.

The floor of the lobby gave way beneath me, crumbling as the creature climbed straight through the marble. Through the massive hole the locust had torn in the basement’s ceiling, I could see wires and pipes cleanly severed in two. The thing hadn’t climbed back up to come after me—it had chased me from underground, then burrowed its way up.

Clever fucking bug, I thought, jumping backward as one of its pincers slammed into the marble next to me.

The locust climbed through the hole, letting out a growl even more like a tiger’s than my own. The thing leapt into the air, spines shooting from the tips of its wings like the final boss in a shoot-em-up game. I’d always been terrible at those, but here the only life to lose was my own. And there were no continues.

I raced for the front door, intent on fleeing. The monster gave chase, its own wings flexing like arms of their own as it dove toward me. It was a race to see who could reach that narrow opening first—if I hit it, I could shift into hawk form and fly to freedom. If the locust did, I’d have to fight right here, without my girls.

I couldn’t let it stop me.

With a final burst of speed, I reached deep down within and grabbed for every last ounce of energy I had. Something twisted in my chest, like a marathon runner having a heart attack right before the finish line, and for a talon-curling instant, I feared I’d broken something inside of me. That I’d permanently damaged my shifting powers.

Nothing could be further from the truth.

Something had broken, alright: the wall that separated the hawk from the tiger inside of me. Both energies mingled, mixed, growing stronger in the twining like a rope formed from two thick cords. A surge of pure adrenaline coursed through my veins, giving me the burst of speed I needed to cut off the locust before it could seal my escape.

Cold night air hit my face as I shot out into the parking lot. The locust landed an inch behind, its cries sounding almost mocking as it slashed out horizontally at me again and again.

I was already rising into the air. The rows of cars beneath me dropped away as I gained altitude, my wings catching an updraft and carrying me high into the sky. From far below, I heard the locust growling, its own wings extending to their full length as it prepared to give chase.

That’s right, asshole, come get me! I thought, scanning the horizon with my hawk eyes. Far off in the distance, I saw the landmark I’d been searching for: the oversized Ferris Wheel that marked the center of the beachside fairgrounds. From this distance, it almost looked operational—though, of course, I knew the whole place had fallen into disrepair long ago.

I hope you’re ready, Mira, I thought, picturing each of my beautiful harem girls in my mind’s eye. Alison, Sophie. And Felicia, you’d better be keeping an eye on those fucking Atlanteans…

I aimed my beak toward the Ferris Wheel and soared into the night, the locust not far behind. The trap had been opened—now it was up to the locust to step into it and get caught.

And for me and my harem to bring the monster down.


Chapter 20

The fairground had seen better days.

Even at midday, the old beachfront amusement park looked practically haunted. The oversized Ferris Wheel that had once thrilled so many fairgoers sat rusting and decaying like an overgrown tick, sprawling against the sandy landscape. Deep furrows had been cut into the ground where rides and attractions had been packed up and shipped away—the few that remained were caked with dust, in no fit state to be used any time soon. All except for one: the big top circus, the fairground’s old main attraction. From a distance, with my avian eyes, I could see that someone had spent most of the morning sprucing the thing up—almost as if they expected company.

Mira, I thought, diving toward the carnival’s heart. Let’s hope you girls are ready to go…

The sound of the surf filled my ears as I grew closer. This really was a picturesque little peninsula—I was half surprised no one had moved in yet and tried to turn the place into luxury condos or a theme park. It seemed ripe for some good, old-fashioned gentrification.

As I moved into the fairgrounds, a dark dot grew steady closer in the sky. The locust couldn’t fly as fast as I could in my hawk form, but what it lacked in speed, it more than made up for in sheer persistence. It could see me heading across the weed-choked pavement toward the massive tent near the center of the grounds, and it knew that I’d be there waiting for it.

Hopefully, I wouldn’t be alone.

Nothing but the wind greeted me as I made my way to the big top. Half-collapsed tents studded the main thoroughfare of the fairgrounds. The locust loomed ever closer, homed in like a rocket on my position.

Then, as I reached the main tent itself, a slender hand peeled back the flap. Mira stuck her face out, alerted by my footsteps. The gorgeous shifter had transformed into a were-tigress, her lithe body covered in the same orange and black striped fur I’d seen when fleeing from the museum what felt like a lifetime ago.

Her feline face filled with an all too human expression of relief when she saw me. “Nick,” she said, throwing her arms around me as I ducked into the circus tent. “You took so long, we were starting to get worried! You’re not hurt, are you?”

“I’m fine,” I assured her, my eyes adjusting to the light. The big top had once been the fairground’s main attraction, and it had the space to match. High rows of seats filled three quarters of the arena’s circle, with a broad expanse of flat sand in the middle. Once upon a time, lions and tigers had pranced in this space while acrobats did tricks high above them. Crazy to think that those same animals were now living much safer, saner lives in Mira’s zoo.

In the center of the arena stood a massive cage, its iron bars faintly rusted with time and age. Standing next to it were my two mages, Alison and Sophie, each looking beyond thrilled to see me in one piece. The co-ed and the schoolgirl came racing forward, each putting their hands all over me as if to assure themselves I was safe and whole.

“Is it right behind you, Daddy?” Sophie asked, a naughty little catch to her voice. Even through her special perfume, she smelled like sex, and the heat of her body next to mine was almost enough to distract me from our objective. “How long do we have?”

“Not long,” I told the girls, glancing around the arena. They’d set things up well—all we had to do was get the locust into the cage, and it would be trapped. Even its strength couldn’t snap those heavy iron bars, as they’d been made to withstand the fury of elephants and rhinos.

And if the locust could break out of the cage, then nothing we did mattered. Because we’d never stand up to strength like that.

“Take up your positions,” Mira snapped, gesturing for both mages to assume spots in the stands. Now that I really looked, I saw that one of the rows had been transformed into makeshift cover for Alison and Sophie—like sniper spots for them to rain fire and wind down on the locust from above, while Mira and I grappled with the thing face to face. Nice plan, I thought. Best one we could do under the circumstances, at any rate.

As the girls made their way up the stairs, Mira turned to me. “If we don’t make it out of this,” the shifter whispered, her voice turning serious, “I just want you to know the last few days have been the best of my life, sir. It’s been an honor and a privilege to be your mate.”

“It’s been an honor and a privilege to be your Prime,” I said, meaning it. “And it’s not a privilege I plan on letting go of any time soon, so get that look off your face. You’re mine, Mira. Forever. Start acting like it.”

Her worried look dropped away, replaced with a naughty grin. “Yes, sir!”

The shifter fiddled with a radio at her belt. “Home Base, this is Big Top,” she growled into the speaker. “How’s the city looking, Home Base?”

The radio crackled to life, the static replaced with Felicia’s smooth contralto. “Everything’s looking great, Big Top,” the model purred from her position beneath the zoo. “I’ve got eyes on every traffic camera and weather balloon in the city, and there’s nothing out of the ordinary going on. If the Atlanteans are planning a move, they’re being damned quiet about it.”

“If anything changes, you let us know immediately,” Mira said. “Big Top out.”

I could see from the look on the blonde shifter’s face that she didn’t like Felicia’s part in this one bit. “You’re mad that she’s not here,” I said.

“Of course I am,” Mira grunted. “I know she’s fucking gorgeous, Nick—hell, she’s a literal underwear model—but she ought to be fighting beside us.”

“You’re the one who argued she should stay behind,” I said, a little teasing.

Mira sighed. “I know. I thought it was the right move at the time, but now that the moment’s here… I can’t help but think we could use all the help we can get.”

I couldn’t agree more. But we’d have to make do.

Before I could assure Mira further, the flap of the tent tore backward like a tapestry being ripped in half. Sophie let out a surprised squeal as she hit the deck in her hiding place, the two mages disappearing from view as a huge gash opened in the tiny tent opening.

The locust stood in the new gap, peering into the tent as if expecting a trap.

“Holy fucking shit,” Mira gasped, clinging to me. “It’s huge!”

I’d forgotten that the rest of my harem hadn’t seen the locust in a transformation or two. They hadn’t realized that what we’d be fighting would be as close to its final form as it would ever achieve. The muscles, the poison darts on its wings—these were all new, and we’d have to deal with them if we wanted to bring the creature down.

“It’s just a shifter,” I reminded Mira. “We brought Felicia out of that flesh prison before she could go into Fiend form—we’ll do the same thing to this creature. And once we do, it’ll tell us who’s behind all this and where they’re hiding.”

A fierce look filled Mira’s face. “Got it,” she said, dropping into a battle stance. “Flank the cage?”

“Sure. You get up in its face, I’ll take it from the rear. It’ll be just like old times.”

Mira rolled her eyes. “You and my fucking sister. None of you are ever going to let me live that down, are you?”

I gave her ass a savage slap, my claws extending as my palm left her cheek. “Once I do it a couple dozen times, the novelty will wear off. Now come on —let’s get this fucker!”

Together, we charged, barreling around either end of the cage to take the locust from both sides at once.

The creature wasn’t stupid. It could see what we were doing—it was impossible for us to hide our tactics in such an open arena. Strangely, the locust turned directly to me, leaving its back exposed against Mira’s onslaught.

As I raced toward it, dropping to all fours as my tiger form took control, I couldn’t help but wonder what was happening behind those insectoid eyes. Was the locust just so laser-focused on me that it would disregard other threats to its person in order to bring me down? If that was the case, we could use that as an advantage—but I’d better be ready to take some serious pain before we captured the creature.

I pounced, grappling with the locust. Clouds of dust billowed about our legs as we each fought for leverage, my claws digging into the chitinous plates the locust wore like armor. It took a step backward, then another, ceding ground as I pushed with all my might.

If I could knock it off-balance, I could twist at the waist and push the fucking thing right into the cage. This whole thing could be over before it started!

I should’ve known it was too easy. That the locust was too smart to be tricked. That it was more than willing to use our own advantages against us.

As Mira came up from the rear, snapping at the back of the locust’s neck, it ducked. The wings that had been vertical across its broad back switched to a horizontal position—and exploded with light.

The barbs all along the wing’s fringes shot out like poison darts in all directions. Tiny shards of chitin filled the air, whistling like a whippoorwill as they pinged against the stands, the sand, Mira, and me.

A half dozen or more of the things sank into my flesh. Spikes of pain shot through my body, followed by a sickening numbness as the toxin inside did its work. On the other side of the locust, Mira doubled over in agony, plucking the spikes from her tigress hide.

The world wobbled sickeningly around me. Suddenly, I could no longer hold onto the form of the tiger within my chest. My human body began to reassert itself, orange fur replaced with pale, defenseless skin.

“Get them out!” Mira roared, dodging backward as the locust regained its footing. “They’re just like those darts the Atlanteans use—they inhibit shifter powers!”

Of course they do, I realized, my heart dropping into my stomach. If you could genetically engineer the perfect shifter killing machine, it would obviously have a way to disable its opponents’ strongest powers…

I grabbed one of the shards sticking in my elbow and tugged, groaning with pain. Black ichor dripped from the wound, but the awful numbness there had stopped spreading.

All of the spines on the locust’s wings were gone now, its terrible work complete. The creature looked almost smug as it reached its full height, striding forward slowly. It was in no hurry anymore—not now that its prey was back in human form.

Three more spines left my flesh, dropping to the sand in a mix of blood and ichor. I tugged helplessly at the energy within my chest, willing the tiger to take hold. That awful numbness filled me, sending me sprawling on my ass in the dirt as I backed up again and again. The locust’s shadow loomed over me, as deep and dark as a tomb.

“No,” I growled, lifting a hand. Streaks of fur formed on the palm, turning it into a claw, but it was nowhere near enough to stop the locust.

The figure froze. Then, a deep, horrifying sound erupted from its throat.

The locust was laughing.

Mira writhed in the dirt, quills stuck in her chest and shoulders like she’d been attacked by a porcupine. She’d had some better results than me in clinging to her form, but her tigress body shifted in ways that made my eyes hurt. Her legs and arms shimmered, going from one form to another as she strained to hold onto her powers. She was going to be no help.

The locust lifted both scythe-like arms, its laughter turning to a high-pitched hum as it prepared to make the killing blow. Those knives gleamed over my head, vicious and dripping with ichor as they prepared to strike.

Then a fireball exploded in the locust’s face.

It caught the monster completely off guard. Smoke poured from the chitinous armor on the creature’s chest as it staggered backward, batting helplessly at its own body in an attempt to put out the flames. Its narrow head turned, eyes swiveling to see the human figure standing in the bleachers, wreathed with flame.

Alison.

“Get away from my man, you son of a bitch!” the co-ed screamed, charging up another fireball and raining it down on the monster. Smoke filled the air, pouring from the screaming creature as it tried to back away from the onslaught of flame.

A wind rose across the big top as Sophie emerged from her hiding place. She spread her arms, screaming at the top of her lungs as a miniature tornado formed between her open palms. As her long blonde hair flew back from her in a messy halo, the makeshift weather event shot forward and engulfed the locust, fanning the flames covering its body into an inferno.

Adventures in pyromancy, I thought, shielding my eyes from the blaze. Good lord, I had no idea how powerful two mages could be working together…

Neither did the locust. The amalgam of air and fire burned away its armor, exposing the soft flesh beneath. The creature had foolishly wasted its only long-range attack on Mira and me, leaving it no choice but to climb into the stands if it wanted to bring either of the mages down.

“Keep hitting it!” I roared, plucking the final barb from my skin. The numbness was still there, but it retreated rapidly as my heart pounded. I could feel victory in sight, and that made me feel strong. “Force it into the cage!”

Sophie lifted her arms, forming tendrils of wind around her wrists. She shaped these into whips, built out of air currents so strong they were almost tangible, physical things. With a primal growl, she tossed these like a lasso at the locust, tangling its arms and legs in bands of pure wind power.

They caught, and she began to tug. The locust was dragged bodily, inch by inch toward the open cage. More fire spells rained down on its head, keeping it from thinking of anything but making it stop. It struck out blindly, stabbing the air in all directions as it tried helplessly to stop the onslaught.

I raced to the far side of the arena, already picturing the strike. I lined myself up like the cage was the pocket of a pool table, and the locust the eight ball. All I had to do was sink the fucker, and the game would be over.

Here we go, I thought, charging forward. Time to take you out, you piece of shit!

I slammed into the locust from behind, sending it sprawling forward.

Right into the cage.

The locust let out a mournful cry as it realized it had fallen right into the trap. It turned, struggling in its bonds, but I was too fast.

“Close the cage!” Mira screamed, still struggling with the barbs in her skin. Her form shifted rapidly between human and tigress, gaining and losing definition with each pulse of her heartbeat. “Close the fucking cage!”

I had to will my paw to turn back into a human hand. The opposable thumb snapped out of the mass at the end of my arm just in time, snatching the bar and sliding it closed as the locust regained its senses and shot toward me. The cage door slammed shut, the bars dropping in front of the creature like the curtain falling at the end of a play.

I hopped backward as the locust stabbed with both arms through the space between the bars. Its scythe-like arms just barely missed me, pawing at empty space as I reassumed my human form.

“Allie, Sophie,” I said, crossing my arms over my bare chest. “Toast this fucker.”

Just before the firestorm hit, the locust locked eyes with me. Something almost human shone in that gaze—something far beyond the pain and anger and rage of merely being tricked.

Something in the locust’s eyes said you’re going to regret this.

For an instant, I almost called a cease fire. Then a blast like a flamethrower exploded from Alison’s chest, scorching the locust and singing the rust off the bars of its prison.

The creature howled and screamed, batting at the walls of its cage as Alison turned up the heat. More and more flames filled the enclosure, the smoke rising through the hole in the top of the big circus tent. Sophie sped it along with more of those whip-like tendrils of wind, lashing the cage again and again to feed the blaze with enough fuel to turn it into a bonfire.

The locust’s cries finally ceased. Nothing could be seen within the cauldron of flames except thick, black smoke.

“Alright, stop, stop!” I roared, the tiger infiltrating my voice on the last word. “For fuck’s sake, we don’t want to kill him!”

Reluctantly, both Alison and Sophie pulled back. Both of them clearly loved using their powers, reveling in the elemental magic that had been lost to human beings for centuries. As the smoke cleared, I saw a vastly smaller shape curled up in the bottom of the cage than the one we’d trapped. Had we freed the locust? Beaten it so badly that the shifter had resumed its human form?

I got closer and peered in through the bars. A humanoid form lay on the floor. Bits of chitin clung to their naked flesh, enough to obscure the gender of the person I was staring at. The long, jet-black hair going all the way down the back and the sleek curve of the figure’s ass seemed to point to it being a woman, though.

“Can you hear me?” I asked, reaching for the clasp to open up the cage. “You’ve been gone for a long time. You were turned into a living weapon—but now you’re yourself again. Tell us your name.”

“Who sent you?” Sophie asked. She had climbed down from the stands as soon as I called for a cease fire, pressing her face in the gap between the bars. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

The figure weakly lifted their head. The eyes I’d seen a minute before peeked out from beneath the woman’s hairline, fringed with pain and something much deeper and much older than pain.

She cocked her head back and let out an ear-splitting shriek.

And exploded.

It happened so quickly my brain couldn’t properly process it. One moment, I was looking at a naked woman, covered in the remnants of the locust’s armor—the next the cage was filled with a teeming, hissing swarm of actual locusts. They moved as if they shared a single mind, slipping through the bars of the cage and climbing all over Sophie’s body as they did it. She fell backward, spitting and batting at her face as thousands of tiny insects covered her from head to toe. She screamed, slapping at her hair as bugs infested it, gnawing and biting.

Then, as if given a secret signal from somewhere else, they all bolted. The cloud of locusts entered a formation like a fist, sailing upward into the hole through the big top of the circus tent. Within moments, the creature was gone.

Sophie wriggled on the floor, staring at her own arms as if she could feel her flesh crawling. “That,” she gasped, “was the grossest thing to ever happen to me!”

In a flash, Alison was there. “Are you alright?” the co-ed asked, helping her to her feet.

Sophie batted at her clothing, her hair, her face. She seemed alright, besides a few cuts and bruises. Most of the damage the cloud of locusts had done was to her clothing—gnawing it to ribbons. Her outfit hung like rags from her suddenly naked body, though she made no move to cover herself up in front of me. She actually looked like she preferred the attention.

“So it had a final form after all,” Mira said, slapping her forehead. “For fuck’s sake—what were we supposed to do, put it in a glass cage?”

“No, this is good,” I said, already in motion. I embraced the tiger within, dropping to all fours as I raced for the torn apart entrance of the tent. “We’ve wounded it! We beat it so badly that it’s had to revert to the form of the actual animal it’s drawing its abilities from.”

“So it’s a cloud of locusts,” Sophie groaned, still batting at her own clothing. “Super gross. How do we even stop it?”

“We don’t,” I growled, in were-form by the door. “We follow it. Right back to its lair, just like we did with Felicia. There’s only one place that a cloud of locusts has the intelligence left to fly to—to wherever it was made. To its Master.”

Mira stiffened up instantly. “To the True Shifter who created it.”

“Alexei Koschei,” Alison said, handling the Slavic syllables with just a slight loss of grace. “Or whichever one of those bastard Atlanteans thinks they can turn shifters into monsters and use them to conquer the world…”

Mira’s Jeep lay just outside, in the fairground parking lot. The whole place had looked spooky before, and now the atmosphere was even creepier. The sun being at its zenith only lessened the fact somewhat.

“Follow me,” I commanded, slipping into hawk form. “I’ll chase after the locust, and you chase after me. Don’t you dare lose me, Mira! Not when we’re this close to our objective…”

Even though I was still in were-form, it didn’t stop Mira from giving me a big, needy kiss. “You’re damn right,” the shifter gasped. “I’ll break every traffic law there is to make sure I’m there when you need me, sir. And the next time you get me into the bedroom, we’ll break some other laws, too…”

I was looking forward to finding out what those might be.

As my harem climbed into the Jeep, I took to the sky, rising into the early morning air. The locust’s trail shone with my new senses as brightly as the double line in the middle of a highway. It led to the ritziest section of the city.

There, when the locust finally touched down, we’d find who was really behind all this madness.


Chapter 21

As I flew over Crest City, the world beneath me was a hive of activity.

The midday air filled with the sound of honking cars, people carrying boomboxes, planes taking off from the local airport. Through it all, the cloud of locusts on the horizon traveled in a steady, straight line, as if they’d been loosed from a bow toward their destination. They were going home—and I was following hot on their trail.

The hunter had become the hunted.

A glance down confirmed Mira’s Jeep weaving in and out of traffic across the highway below. The shifter had put the pedal to the metal, giving the city the kind of driving clinic that would have resulted in at least three stars if this were Grand Theft Auto rather than real life. Yet somehow Mira managed to avoid the police. Maybe she was just going too fast for them.

Those women down there are my future, I thought, the wind buffeting my wings. I’ve got to protect them. Grow them. Hell, even breed them. They definitely seem into it…

It should have felt strange to be thinking of such things at a time like this. After all, the locust was in the middle of retreating back to her master’s home base.

But flying is a lot more like a long car drive than you might think. Once the exhilaration of flight wears off, there’s a lot to think about. And the beauties in that Jeep were worth just about all the thinking a man could do, in my opinion.

Gradually, the business district of the city gave way to high, rolling hills. This was indeed the richest section of Crest City—where the movers and shakers of the tri-state area made their home. Here the broad avenues and straight thoroughfares gave way to narrow, winding roads, going up and down the mountains like a yo-yo. From the way the locust flew, I could tell we were headed toward one of the mansions sitting on a summit—the kind of place only a rock star or a tech mogul could afford to live. The odds of us meeting one of the True Shifters had just increased.

As Mira’s Jeep turned off the highway, following me onto a private road, I noticed something that gave me pause. A pair of drones traced a lazy arc over the summit of the mountain, as if keeping an eye out for predators. And not of the avian variety.

Shit, I’ve been spotted, I thought, watching the camera eye of one drone iris in response to my movements. Whoever’s down there, now they know we’re coming. I hope Mira, Alison, and Sophie will be okay.

Doubtless, Felicia was feeding the group updates as they made their way through the city. But would news of this person’s surveillance reach them in time? I shuddered to think.

The swarm of locusts dove for a mansion right near the top of the mountain. It was a gaudy, three-story palace, the kind of place you inevitably saw in true crime documentaries when they talked about ‘Hollywood murders’ or ‘dark secrets beneath the glitz and glamor’.

A false front of Roman columns held up a structure that was more gothic than modern, a mishmash of styles that felt vaguely off-putting even as it overwhelmed the senses with the sheer feeling of scale and luxury.

Definitely the kind of place one of the True Shifters would make their home.

The locusts disappeared right down the chimney, like some hideous version of Santa Claus. I watched them go, landing just inside the wrought-iron gate surrounding the complex as Mira’s Jeep pulled up to the front. The blonde shifter was leaning out of the driver’s side door, a big grin on her face as she reached the little box one would normally use to signal the master of the house.

“Are y’all with the cult?” Mira asked, beaming at me from the other side of the fence.

“Starting to feel like it,” I said, entering were-tiger form as naturally as thinking about doing so. “Let me see if I can get that gate open for you girls…”

As I approached the inside of the gate, the speaker on the outside crackled to life. “There will be no need for that,” a cultured voice spoke.

An instant later, the broad gate retracted, rolling to the side with a grinding of gears. It looked friendly enough, but the barb wire at the top was a stark reminder that we were dealing with someone who meant business.

“Please come inside,” the voice added, a touch of smugness to its tone. “We are very much looking forward to meeting you—as well as the new Prime.”

Mira rolled the Jeep through the gate, then switched off the engine and hopped out. “What was that all about?”

I pointed upward, indicating the drones. “Whoever lives here saw me do a fly-by. They knew we were coming—whatever preparations they were going to make, they’ve already made them.”

“Shit.” That was Alison, who kept her hands in her pockets as if she were hiding the flames. “That means we could be walking right into a trap!”

“We are walking into a trap,” I said, staring up at the chimney. Now that the locusts had landed, a thin trail of smoke rose from the stone edifice as if whoever was inside had decided a nice warm fire was in order. “But we’ve still got to walk into it, anyway. Anyone want to run away and join Felicia?”

The mention of our absent member was enough to sharpen the looks of my harem girls.

“Fuck no,” Mira growled, shifting into tigress form right in front of me. “Let’s go meet the man of the house, Nick. But keep your eyes peeled.”

“No argument there,” I said, turning and leading the way. “I’ve got the heart of a tiger and the eyes of an hawk…”

“And the cock of an elephant,” Sophie said, her lips grazing my ear as she took her place by my side. “My pussy’s still sore, Daddy…”

“It’ll be even more sore later,” I told her, giving her a spank on the backside. “But let’s keep the flirting to a minimum while we’re inside. I have no earthly idea what we’re walking into.”

An ornate fountain stood out front, with a circle for visitors’ vehicles to park—limos, no doubt. We left the Jeep behind and made our way up the steps, the high windows of the mansion watching us like eyes.

As we reached the front door, it slid soundlessly open in front of us. No servant stood behind it—it was as if a ghost had waited for us to make our approach.

I shook myself. Calm the fuck down, Nick, I told myself, pushing the door open the rest of the way. Whoever owns this place just wants to freak us out. The locust is in here, and it’s wounded. That’s all you should be focused on…

My women flanked me as we stepped into the large, ornate entryway. Mira and I strode side to side over the vestibule, taking in the shocking sight of so much luxury while Alison and Sophie hung back, their spells held at the ready. I expected an ambush at any moment. The fact that it failed to materialize didn’t put any of us the slightest bit off our guard.

“Quiet in here,” Mira growled, lifting her snout to taste the scent of the mansion. “Too quiet. You smell it too, don’t you?”

I nodded. She didn’t need to ask. The vestibule of the mansion absolutely stank of locust. The creature had either been turned here, or had been captured within these walls for a long time. I wasn’t sure which possibility was worse.

“Nice place,” Alison said, taking in the finery with an appreciative look. “These Atlanteans like to live a life of luxury, huh?”

A massive staircase dominated the foyer of the mansion. A crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling, sparkling like a starry sky on a cold dark night. We moved toward the bottom step, fanning out as if we expected an attack any moment.

Almost as if on cue, a speaker crackled to life far over my head. “My apologies that no one is here to greet you,” a man’s voice said—the same man we’d heard over the entrance’s speaker. “Please come downstairs. I’m waiting for you. The gate behind the staircase will be unlocked presently.”

As the voice died in a burst of static, the sound of a metallic click echoed across the cavernous space. The hall lay beyond the steps of the great staircase, and on the opposite side there was indeed a narrow hallway. A large metallic grate extended across the backside of the stairs, with a medallion carved into the center covered in sigils of various animals.

It swung open with a teeth-grinding creak, revealing a much less grand set of stairs leading down into the darkness.

“I don’t like this,” Sophie said, rubbing her upper arm. “This feels like a trap, Nick.”

“As much as I hate agreeing with my sister,” Mira added, “I think she’s right. Why would we fight the Atlanteans in a basement if we don’t have to, Nick?”

While they spoke, I examined the crest inlaid in the bars. All the animals I would have expected to see revered by Atlantean shifters were in attendance—wolves and bears, tigers and rhinos. Even a few creatures I’d always assumed to be just legends had been carved into the medallion, like griffins and dragons.

Floating above them all was a creature I recognized intimately. A locust.

This was where the magic happened alright.

“Fuck it,” I growled, shoving the bars all the way back. “Let’s step into the belly of the beast. We’re not getting any younger out here.”

My women shared nervous glances, but they weren’t about to contradict me. The biggest double-edged sword about being Prime was embodied in those looks: all the responsibility of the group lay on my shoulders, but that also meant my word was something akin to law. If I said we went, we went. I chose the ground we fought on, and I reaped both the rewards of victory and the blame of failure.

“Yes, sir,” Mira said with a shrug, stepping into the stairwell. “Fuck, it’s dark down here. Smells like a zoo, too. Alison, sweetheart, could you…?”

The co-ed was already on it. A small flame blazed to life in Alison’s palm, lighting the narrow stairwell as we made our way down. Unlike the rest of the mansion, where no expense had been spared, this corridor looked as if it had been carved haphazardly from the rock itself—as if it had been added to the original floor plan later. If this place had been converted into an Atlantean base, that made a lot of sense.

The low thrum of machinery reached my ears as we descended into the earth. Whatever was down here was some serious shit—the kind of thing zoning laws were intended to prevent.

“You girls hear that too, right?” I asked, wondering if it was just my enhanced senses giving me the head’s up.

Neither of my mages gave any indication of what I was talking about, but Mira nodded. “I really don’t like this, Nick,” she whispered, pressing her body against mine as we neared the bottom of the stairs. A faint light revealed the outline of the stairwell’s end, a heavy door like something used to seal a specimen lab standing at bottom. “It reeks down here, baby. It reeks of locust—”

“It’s going to reek of blood in a bit,” I growled, giving myself over further to the tiger within.

Primal energy flared in my chest, suppressing my worries and sharpening my senses until I felt like a jungle predator. Whatever lurked on the other side of that door was about to learn it picked a very, very bad day to mess with the world’s newest Prime.

The door had a keypad lock, but it wasn’t necessary to mess with it. Just like the grate covering the stairs, the thing slid open as we approached, soundlessly irising to reveal a futuristic lab. Machinery dominated nearly every available space, the purposes of which I could only guess at. But I didn’t have much time for guessing.

I was too busy staring at the locust.

It lay in a cage at the far end of the room, a big one on a raised dais. Machines lay all around it, monitoring the creature’s health and God only knew what else. Kneeling next to the bars was a man in a lab coat, with dark, slicked back hair. He murmured in a low voice as he tended to the locust, as if he were some veterinarian taking care of a sick animal.

Behind him, an elderly man in a business suit looked on impassively. It was this man who noticed our entrance first, his bushy gray eyebrows shooting upward as he turned to our arriving group.

“Ah, finally,” he muttered, pulling an elegant pocket watch from his jacket and checking it. “I was beginning to think you’d decided to camp in the foyer rather than meet with me directly.”

“What the hell is this?” I asked, taking in the whole configuration with a grimace. Something very bad was happening down here, no doubt. People didn’t hide experiments like this unless they intended to play God. “Who are you?”

A faint smile spread across the man’s face. His description matched what Felicia had told me almost perfectly—his features were youthful if a little care-worn, like a Hollywood actor settling into the final phase of his career. Only the eyes were old. So old. The kind of ancient that made you think of vampires, or other creatures of the night.

“I believe you know my name already,” he said, chuckling as if at some private joke. “Still, it’s only good manners to introduce myself. My name is Alexei Koschei, and this is my laboratory you’ve just entered.”

“You hurt Felicia,” Sophie growled, tendrils of air wrapping around her fingers through her clenched fists.

“You tried to kill my sister!” Mira yelled, her teeth bared.

“Felicia? Your sister?” Koschei’s ancient eyes glazed over with confusion. “I apologize. When you get to be my age, all the names tend to blend together. They repeat themselves so often, you see.” Abruptly, as if we’d suddenly ceased to exist, he turned away and addressed the man in the lab coat gruffly. “How is the specimen?”

“It’s damaged,” the man grunted, sounding personally offended by the locust’s condition. “But not so much that we can’t get it back on its feet.”

“Good. I’ll leave you to it, then?”

The man glanced over his shoulder, seeing us for the first time. He peered at our group through thick coke bottle glasses, his hair glistening in the harsh light of the laboratory. Even laying down next to the locust’s cage, I could tell he was a tall, wiry man.

Something about him made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. He’s not right, I thought—and even though I couldn’t have quite explained the feeling behind those words, they felt like the right ones. There was just something off about this man. He looked like an animated character, the kind someone puts so much effort into that they just about manage to make it human. But rather than looking like an ordinary person, the closeness just creeps out the person watching.

The uncanny valley, I remembered. Yeah, this guy’s got it bad.

“Oh yes,” the man in the lab coat said, rising to his full height next to the cage. Just as I’d guessed, he was as tall—the same height as me, even after the tiger took hold of my anatomy and improved it. “I’m more than happy to handle these… interlopers, sir.”

“Very good.” Koschei snapped shut his pocket watch and stuffed it back in his jacket, sniffling to himself. “My apologies, but I am urgently needed elsewhere. Rest assured that my employee Dr. Ahriman will be more than happy to provide you with whatever answers you require. He’s been chomping at the bit to interrogate you about your fight with his latest creation, in fact. I’m sure you will have plenty of things to talk about. Dr. Ahriman, make sure you obtain the Talisman from this man.”

I took a step backward, surprised. “You created the locust?”

“And turned Felicia into that abomination,” Mira added with a growl. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Wait a second,” Sophie said, gesturing at Koschei. “You’re not off the hook, dude! This isn’t over—”

But as far as Alexei Koschei was concerned, it was. The man waved a hand in front of his face, the outline of his suit-clad body already beginning to waver and shift. Within the span of a few heartbeats, he’d disappeared completely, the wall behind him as gray as his hair and beard. I couldn’t tell you if he’d teleported or just became invisible and flew the coop—either way, his power left me stunned.

Atlanteans, I thought, something inside me desiring that power for myself. I’ll learn your secrets!

While we’d been staring at the disappearing Koschei, Dr. Ahriman stepped forward. He adjusted his thick lenses, took them off to wipe them clean on the fabric of his lab coat, then shrugged and set the glasses aside on a nearby table. Behind him, the locust panted, bandages covering its flank where my mages and I had carved deep wounds in the creature’s flesh. It looked hurt—and pissed.

“You hurt my creation,” Dr. Ahriman said.

Finally, I realized one of the things that set my teeth on edge about the man: he spoke in a strange monotone, as if each word were being dredged up and pushed through some internal dictionary. If English was his first language, I’d eat an entire hat store.

“That creature isn’t your creation,” I said, pointing at the cage. “It’s a shifter. A person. One you’ve perverted with your sick powers.”

“You turn people into weapons,” Mira growled, fur rippling across her sleek flanks as she embraced the form of the were-tigress. “How much power do the fucking Atlanteans need? You’ve got to experiment on shifters like lab rats, too?”

“Rats? No, not like rats at all.” Dr. Ahriman looked back at the locust, his eyes filling with something almost like love. “Draining the power of others is simple enough—you simply need the proper Talisman. Amplifying powers, now, that’s the rub. One we couldn’t quite master back on the island, I’m afraid.”

Something clicked in my head. The monotone, the off-putting appearance. The mention of ‘the island.’ It all pointed toward a horrifying conclusion.

“You’re an Atlantean, aren’t you?” I said, frozen in my tracks. “Not just one of their bloodlines—an actual Atlantean. You were there at the beginning. Holy shit…”

A sickly smile spread across Dr. Ahriman’s face. “I look good for my age, don’t I? Yes, I lived in that esteemed utopia: a boon not even my esteemed patron can claim. That Talisman you wear around your neck—I helped create it! I’ve been trying to match that success ever since, in fact. I’m so glad that you finally brought it back to me.”

Suddenly, I understood why Koschei hadn’t bothered hiding his movements from us. He wanted me to track him down. To follow the locust to his mansion.

This was all about securing the Primal Talisman. Getting it back into the right hands, rather than in the possession of a lowly human. The True Shifters wanted their toy back.

Well, fuck them.

“It fills me with such nostalgia to see my old creation,” Dr. Ahriman said, a strange lilt entering his tone. “It sickens you to see this experiment—” he tapped the bars of the locust’s cage, “—yet you gladly wear my greatest creation around your neck. Curious.” He cocked his head to the side. “Koschei promised me I’d regain the Primal Talisman if I agreed to perform this research for him—but I had no idea our partnership would bear fruit so quickly!”

“What research?” Mira demanded. Her snout distorted the words, so that Dr. Ahriman’s face scrunched up together as he tried to hear. Finally, understanding dawned.

“It’s quite simple,” the scientist said with a shrug. “The True Shifters are already Kings. They merely wish to be Gods, as well.”

I found myself nodding. I’d seen the power within Felicia as I fought her, and the hideous evolutions that made the locust more dangerous every time it tracked me down. If that kind of energy could be controlled, carefully molded within someone already as powerful as a True Shifter—it would make them invincible. Immortal. They’d no longer need to fuck around with Talismans and siphoning powers from shifters—they’d simply seize the world and run it forever.

“You think Koschei will let you live once you give him what he wants?” I growled, extending my claws. “Gods don’t let mortals hang onto their power, Ahriman. They punished the last guy who tried to bring knowledge to the people—chained him to a rock and let the vultures rip out his eyes for all eternity…”

“Oh, I’m something of a God myself,” Dr. Ahriman said, batting the worry away. “Besides, once I have the Primal Talisman, I’ll be in possession of everything I could ever want.” He chuckled darkly. “I can’t believe a lowly human holds the power of the ancients…”

Enough talk, the tiger roared within me. I couldn’t help but agree. It was time to waste this fucker.

“I’m not a fucking human,” I snarled, exploding with the tiger within. “I’m a Prime!”

The world snapped into sharp focus as I stared Dr. Ahriman down. Power flowed through me, as sweet and luscious as any thrust between the legs of one of my harem girls. The very air rippled with energy as my girls prepared to strike, readying themselves.

Dr. Ahriman didn’t look worried in the least. “Good!” he said, plastering the creepiest smile I’d ever seen across his face. “I wouldn’t want a fight unless it was with an equal.”

Before I could respond, the scientist reached into his lab coat and plucked what looked for all the world like a bouquet of metal flowers, sliding the stems around his neck. It took a moment to see them for what they were—Talismans. Seven of them, each with a slightly different design than mine.

The man was a collector. Well, he’d had plenty of time to track them down, that was for damn sure.

“Oh shit,” Mira growled, her eyes going wide at the sight of all those artifacts. “Nick, watch out! He’s a Chimera Shifter!”

Dr. Ahriman had already begun to transform. White light poured from his body as his silhouette rippled, losing its form and expanding into something truly monstrous. He grew larger and larger, forcing my harem to shrink back as the creature he became dominated the space between us and the locust’s cage.

It was impossible to follow the shifting patterns of his flesh. Here was the stinger of a scorpion, barbed and vicious—then, just as quickly, it morphed into the claws of a panther. A wolf’s head stretched into the broad, wide mouth of a shark, studded with razor-sharp teeth. I thought I even saw dinosaurs and other extinct creatures within that kaleidoscope of colors, although I couldn’t be sure.

Ahriman’s flesh rippled as he chose his form. He towered over us, a three-headed beast with massive claws and a long, muscular body. One head, the one on the right, was an eagle that looked almost like Felicia’s fiend form. On the left was the enormous head of a roaring lion, vicious with a full, brown mane.

The middle head was the worst part. It had the broad beak of an alligator, with the hard, sinuous scales of a snake. A crest of spines surrounded its neck, like a royal collar.

“A fucking dragon,” I snarled, staring at its beady yellow eyes. Although there was nothing even remotely human remaining in them, they were still Dr. Ahriman’s eyes.

Flames shot from the dragon’s nostrils. Behind its broad bulk, a hissing form emerged. Three heads weren’t bad enough—Dr. Ahriman’s final form also had a snake for a tail. One with fangs that looked sharp enough to break through steel.

“This is for hurting my creation!” the dragon growled, Dr. Ahriman’s voice distorted almost beyond recognition. “Give me the Primal Talisman, or I shall kill you and all of your friends!”

“Friends!?” Sophie roared, long chains of wind wrapping around her wrists. “We’re not Nick’s friends, you fucking weirdo! We’re his harem!”

“That’s right!” Mira growled. “Nick is our Prime—and we’re going to show you exactly what that means!”

“Let’s do this, babe!” Alison yelled, charging up twin fireballs. “Bet you never thought we’d be facing this thing down back at the museum, huh?”

I most certainly didn’t.

But I wouldn’t have it any other way.

Together, my harem and I charged into battle.


Chapter 22

It only took five seconds of battling Dr. Ahriman to realize that this challenge was unlike anything my harem and I had faced yet.

Before, I’d fought wild shifters, creatures every bit as maddened by the primal energy inside of themselves as I was. As a result, our fights felt like something straight out of the animal kingdom—a lot of snapping and snarling, with a quick decisive kill. But as Dr. Ahriman ducked out of the way of my initial strikes, dancing backward with a speed all out of proportion with the hulking behemoth he’d transformed into, I realized the truth.

This man had control. The kind of self-control that only comes with a life span measured in thousands of years. He’d seen empires rise and fall, all the while honing his skills and mastering his abilities.

I bit at Ahriman’s eagle head, my jaws clenching down on nothing as he bobbed out of my range. Behind me, Alison and Sophie peppered the Chimera Shifter with flame spells and wind whips, doing a constant stream of low-level damage to the overgrown monster.

Given enough time, I knew we could weaken him—but time was in short supply. Each of Ahriman’s triple heads hit like trucks, and the fact that there were three of them meant he could handle me and Mira at the same time. No flanking, no clever tactics, no splitting his focus.

It was obscene how strong the Chimera form made Dr. Ahriman. As he held me back with a combination of his dragon and eagle heads, the lion rising over his other shoulder entered a shouting match with Mira. The tigress shifter ducked and weaved like a boxer, looking for an opening to slash across the lion’s face with her claws.

She fainted to one side, then pounced. Her twin claws came down across the lion’s forehead, carving a long but shallow gash. The creature reared back, letting out a leonine roar, pain filling its voice.

Then the snake tail hidden behind the lion’s head struck, and Mira hit the dirt.

“Fuck!” I roared, jumping to the side as the eagle’s beak hammered toward my chest. A deep puncture wound bled in Mira’s leg, venom and blood oozing from the twin holes the snake’s fangs had left behind. The snake tail hissed with glee, its forked tongue flashing over its teeth as it tasted my woman’s blood.

“I’m alright,” Mira said, trying her best to convince me. The snake struck out over the lion’s head, and this time Mira dodged out of the way just in time. But her knee shook as she landed, almost buckling beneath her, and I knew she was more injured than she let on.

Twin cyclones flew across the lab, wrapping themselves around the snake’s neck. I glanced over my shoulder to see Sophie standing like an avenging angel, her blonde hair floating around her head on a makeshift wind. She looked like a model on a beach photoshoot, but the look on her face was pure rage.

“Leave my sister alone!” Sophie shrieked, twisting the strands. The snake hissed, pulling away—then panic flared in its flat, reptilian eye as it realized it couldn’t get away. Sophie literally had the monster by the ass, tugging the tail across the space between the lion and dragon’s heads.

The trio of heads redoubled their assault, and now all three of them focused on Sophie. Flames erupted from the dragon’s mouth in a thick beam of fire, only to smash against an equal wall of flame streaming from Alison’s outstretched hands. Mira shot up and parried the eagle’s beak as it tried to stab Sophie—the lion roared, locking itself in combat with me.

All of us were occupied. And yet we couldn’t capitalize on pinning down the snake.

I wanted to sever that fucking tail. It had struck Mira once, and there was little doubt in my mind whatever poison lurked in its fangs was cumulative. Mira seemed capable of shrugging off the toxins in a single bite, but what about six? What if it bit Alison, or Sophie?

I lunged toward the snake’s neck, bearing my fangs. I pictured chewing through it in a single bite, splintering flesh and scales beneath my powerful jaws.

The lion’s head cut me off, snapping like a steel trap.

Fuck! The Chimera Shifter pulled harder and harder against its bonds. If it couldn’t slip free of the whirlwind restraints Sophie conjured, then it would pull her right off balance, going tug-of-war against a girl barely old enough to vote. There was no way she could stand against the strength of its insane muscles. No fucking way.

“Come on, you asshole! Fight me!” I danced between the lion’s head and the dragon’s, ducking gouts of flame. I even got a good right hook on the side of the lion’s mane, its eyes going glazed for a crucial moment as it lost its senses. I grabbed at the snake’s neck, eager to rip it in half, only to be stopped by the eagle’s head.

There was no way we could match it. Four of us stood against one monster, yet its triple heads and the pure power coursing through the Chimera shifter’s body made it more than capable of facing off against all of us at once.

The snake twisted again. The whirlwind restraints tugged at Sophie’s wrists, nearly pulling her right off her feet. Sophie leaned at an almost forty-five-degree angle now, like someone trying to wedge a two-by-four beneath a boulder in order to move it. The snake’s mouth opened and closed rapidly, its fangs flashing as it prepared to sink them into Sophie’s sweet young flesh.

No! This couldn’t happen! I reached down deep within, pulling as much of the tiger into my core as I could. Mira’s worries about becoming a Fiend flickered through my mind, but which was worse? The possibility of turning into a monster, or the certainty that the Chimera shifter would kill my women?

My arms turned human as the muscles bulged, the raw primal energy expanding them until they were bigger than any bodybuilder’s. With a roar, I wrapped those thick arms around the lion’s head, squeezing the life out of the left-most of the Chimera shifter’s heads.

The lion let out a strangled cry, raking me with a paw. I shrugged off the pain—the energy coursing through me made it feel like nothing more than a mild burn and itch. The lion’s eyes bulged as its face went beet-red, all the blood trapped on one side of its neck. It gagged, gasped, biting feebly at my face.

And still the Chimera shifter backed up. The snake tail twisted, the fangs moving inch by inch until they could sink into Sophie’s breasts.

It’s no use, I thought, despair cutting through the constant hum of animal noise in my head. Dr. Ahriman is just too strong! Fuck, Sophie, I’m so sorry…

The snake’s mouth opened wider and wider, its fangs inches from Sophie. A droplet of venom dripped from the tip, sizzling like acid as it fell to the laboratory floor.

Sophie reared back, clutching the whirlwind, screaming—

And things stopped making sense for a few seconds.

The gunfire came before the drop, which was what kept my brain from catching up with what was happening for far longer than it should have. A hail of bullets exploded above my head, ricocheting over the tiled ceiling and floors of the laboratory. The guns were carried by shifters—shifters who just hadn’t been there a moment before, appearing out of nowhere the same way Koschei had just vanished when he no longer wanted to be among us.

Reinforcements, I thought, my heart sinking. Fuck, we’re finished…

But as it turned out, we had reinforcements, too.

A figure dropped from the ceiling, raining down bits of plaster and metal as they popped out of an overhead vent running the length of the lab. They moved in a blur, landing right at the spot where the living tail’s snake head met its long body. The figure landed with an ear-shattering roar, a machete clutched in its hands.

The blade flashed, slashing downward through the snake’s bulk. It hit resistance, tugged—then the flesh beneath it tore in two. Bright streaks of blood flew across the laboratory as the snake tail was severed from the Chimera shifter’s body, landing on the floor with a thud. The snake writhed madly, pain overriding its senses and keeping it from realizing it was already dead.

Standing over the severed tail was Felicia, in the same form she’d taken when we’d fought on Amberstone mountain. Blood covered her body, which was completely naked and glorious. All of her was that powerful, muscular human body, save for her head which was that of a hawk.

The monster we’d fought on the mountain had rejoined us. Only this time, Felicia was fully in control of herself. On our side.

The shifters carrying guns faltered. They’d been sent into the belly of the beast by Koschei, and for a few moments, they wondered if this might be one of his contingency plans—a creature sent by the man himself, sent to destroy the battlefield in an orgy of chaos. By the time they turned their rifles from our group to the newcomer, my harem was already on them.

Unlike Dr. Ahriman, these shifters had no special knowledge or experience that allowed them to deal with Beastmages. They fired wildly in all directions, the literal definition of ‘spray and pray’.

None of their bullets hit.

A wall of whirlwind air popped into place between the shifters and their targets, absorbing the projectiles as firmly as a concrete barrier. Sophie controlled with precise motions of her hands, using it as a shield to keep the shifters’ bullets off Felicia. Then she shoved, using a motion like someone trying to push away an annoying stalker, and the invisible wall shot forward to slam into the shifters.

They went down, tied up in invisible ropes of wind. Flames roared down on their heads, keeping them from rising. Within the span of a few heartbeats, the shifters tossed away their weapons and disappeared, retreating as quickly as they’d come.

Leaving us alone with the Chimera shifter. With Dr. Ahriman.

The Chimera had just about recovered from the shock of losing its tail. The creature’s triple heads roared, hissed, and shouted, spitting defiance at the newcomer in its midst.

Then the dragon’s head spoke, in words that were a distorted echo of Dr. Ahriman’s natural voice, “My creation! How dare you raise your hand to me, child! That power within you was put there by me!”

It was clearly a struggle for Felicia to speak. But she twisted her hawk’s beak to form words, spitting them out as if each were laced with the snake’s venom.

“You’re a monster,” Felicia managed, balling her hands into fists before the Chimera shifter’s might. “I couldn’t let you hurt my friends. Not even after everything you did to me… I couldn’t live with myself if I did that!”

In a flash, Alison and Sophie were at the shifter’s side. “We’re with you,” Sophie said, her gaze lingering just a touch longer than was strictly necessary on the shifter’s bare breasts and hips. “We’re so glad you decided to join us after all!”

Felicia nodded. Then she turned to me, her hawk eyes flashing with recognition as our gazes met. “My Prime. I’m sorry for my cowardice.”

I shook my head. Now wasn’t the time—frankly, I didn’t think any time would be the proper time.

“You made the right choice,” I said, growling through my tiger’s maw. “I gladly absolve you of all guilt. Now let’s kill this fucker and get out of here…”

It was impossible for Felicia’s hawk head to grin, but she did her best. “Yes, sir!”

Together, the four of us leapt back into the fray, facing off against the Chimera shifter.

“This is impossible,” Dr. Ahriman spat, batting at Felicia with his paws. “You cannot conquer the master’s house with the master’s tools, young one! Once I finish destroying your friends, I’ll put you back in your cage and finish our experiment!”

Felicia roared with rage, as if the reminder of how close she’d come to slipping into Fiend form was physically painful. She threw herself at the lion’s head, unleashing a flurry of savage strikes at the leonine maw while the rest of us held off the Chimera’s other two methods of attack.

The lion was still dizzy and damaged from nearly being choked out. It moved with a sluggishness the other two heads didn’t feel, making it harder to dodge away from Felicia’s strikes. The humanoid hawk waded in further, ducking beneath a bolt of the dragon’s flame as she wrapped her thick arms around the lion’s head the way I’d done.

It felt like watching a championship boxer at work. All I could do was bear witness, holding back the rest of the Chimera’s attacks as Felicia went beast mode all over the Chimera. She slammed an uppercut into the lion’s jaw, and I heard bone crack and splinter. Then she headbutted it right in the forehead, nearly slamming its nose back into its brain.

The Chimera could tell things were going wrong. Its reinforcements had been handily sent packing, and the emergence of Felicia meant we now well and truly outnumbered its triple heads. Despite the massive gap in experience and power between us, our group had begun to bridge the divide.

We might just make this happen, I thought, triumph soaring within me. In tiger form, I bit a chunk out of the dragon’s neck, spitting out scales like dandelion seeds. Fuck, we’re going to win! We’re actually going to stop this monster!

I should have known it wouldn’t be that easy.

The Chimera shifter retreated backward across the lab. The stub of its tail collided with the locust’s cage, waking the specimen from a fitful unconsciousness on the bare concrete floor. The locust turned its insectoid head, its gaze clearing as the Chimera backed into the wall, literally cornered. Was this it? The killing blow?

Not a chance. Dr. Ahriman’s massive paw reached into his fur, searching for something as Alison and Sophie rained down spells on the monster. He plucked out something small and shiny, clutching it between two of his paws. A Talisman?

Of all of us, only Mira had the experience to see what was happening. The tigress raced forward, throwing herself at the Chimera in an attack that would have been suicidal under any other circumstances. “Don’t let him use it!” Mira howled, glancing at me over her shoulder as she charged. “He’s going to charge back up—!”

Too late. The Talisman flared like a miniature sun, a wave of pure energy rippling over the Chimera shifter’s body. I reared backward, throwing my hands up over my eyes to keep from being blinded. The bright white light turned an entire phantasmagoric array of colors, then faded, leaving bursts of light glowing against the back of my eyelids.

The light had healed the Chimera. Its snake tail had reformed, hissing with renewed vigor between the heads of the lion and the dragon. The fuzzed-out look in the lion’s eyes had vanished, replaced with the desire to kill. The whole monster had just gotten one hell of a second wind—it was like we’d never laid a finger on the thing.

“For fuck’s sake!” Mira growled, leaping backward out of the range of the Chimera’s claws. She landed next to me, blowing a lock of her flowing hair out of her face. “We can’t win, Nick. Ahriman has seven of those things hanging around his neck. No doubt all of them are charged up and ready to go whenever he needs them.”

My jaw hit the floor. “Those things are batteries?” I growled.

Mira nodded gravely. “True Shifters use Talismans exactly like most people use batteries,” she growled, ducking as the dragon sprayed a fan-shaped explosion of flame across the laboratory floor. “I’m sure at least one of those artifacts around his neck is being used to artificially extend his lifespan—but the rest are probably pure energy. Meaning he has five more full heals, just like the one he used.” She cast her exhausted eyes toward me. “We can’t compete with that, Nick.”

No one had warned me this would be so much like a fucking video game. There was nothing more frustrating in an RPG than getting a boss almost all the way down to zero health, only to have it heal right back up and erase all of your progress. I could feel my teeth grinding together at the thought of having to go through this fight at least five more times.

Mira was right. There was no way we could hold ourselves together that long. Alison and Sophie fought like hellcats, and Felicia was a force to be reckoned with, but already I could see my harem beginning to flag. Watching Dr. Ahriman heal himself right in our faces was a massive psychological blow, to say nothing of the physical. Our morale was low.

Gotta boost it, then, I thought, powering up. And rip those fucking Talismans right off the Chimera’s neck.

Before I could think better of it, I threw myself forward, pouncing right on top of the dragon’s head. The Chimera Shifter roared with pain and surprise as my claws dug into its scales, scrabbling for the back of the dragon’s armored neck. Cords hung there, the leather more ancient than Stonehenge, tied in ornate knots. If I could just reach them, I could keep Ahriman from activating his powers…

The snake tail struck, its fangs missing me by inches. It pinged off the Chimera’s own scales, stunned for a brief moment, and I used the window to slam one meaty paw against the reptile’s broad head. It sailed to the side, slamming into the floor, but the eagle head had already spotted me and was moving in with its beak.

I had to retreat. With a frustrated roar, I jumped off the Chimera, the spot where I’d been replaced with a bolt of flame as Alison unleashed her fury. I’d been so close!

The pattern repeated itself over and over again. Mira or I would mount an assault into the Chimera’s attack range, going for the clutch of Talismans around its neck, only to be rebuffed. Alison and Sophie remained at a distance, casting their spells, while Felicia stayed up close and personal, bare-knuckle brawling with the Chimera’s thick paws. We were at a stalemate—which meant we were going to lose.

Dr. Ahriman had five more lives. And we each only had one.

Then Felicia stumbled, missing a step for the first time since the fight began. It was only a small mistake, bobbing left when she should have ducked right, but it had severe consequences. The Chimera Shifter battered her chest with a paw, then reared up and pinned her to the laboratory floor. Its claws extended, digging into her breasts and opening up wounds that dripped blood down her tanned skin. A roar erupted from the lion’s mouth as it sensed victory.

Alison and Sophie mounted a last-ditch effort to rescue her, merging fire and wind into a flaming sword the likes of which should have been carried by a biblical angel. Even that wasn’t enough. The dragon’s own flames kept them at bay, as the lion lowered its jaws, eager to feast on Felicia.

I couldn’t let that happen. As I watched Ahriman lower himself to Felicia’s face, I had a realization. These women were my property—which cut both ways. It meant that they served me, body and soul, at my beck and call whenever I wanted them. And it meant I was expected to always be there for them—to protect them the way a man protects himself and his home. The bond between us was sacred that way.

So it was that I didn’t even think before jumping into the fray. Pure rage filled my veins as I slammed into the Chimera shifter, using every ounce of strength I had to shove it backward off Felicia’s prone body. A raging inferno ignited in my chest, and I almost felt as if flames wreathed my fur.

I crashed into the Chimera’s chest, shoving it backward like a linebacker on the line of scrimmage. The Chimera tilted, pushed back—then slipped on a puddle of blood streaked across the laboratory floor. It lost its balance, staggered backward, slammed into the locust’s cage in an attempt to right its footing. Felicia was free.

But it had cost me everything. As the Chimera shifter and I grappled, I was under no illusions that this was anything but the end. I’d just taken on a creature with three heads one-on-one. Separated from my harem, the Chimera would simply rip me apart. Even if I could beat it, it would use one of its Talismans to heal—then rip me apart.

Dr. Ahriman seemed to realize this as well. A low chuckle escaped the dragon’s head as its beady eyes bored into me, its broad bulk turning to show its back to the rest of my harem.

“I’ll be taking this,” the Chimera growled, one of its massive paws rippling as it shrank down to a human hand and gripped the Primal Talisman around my neck. “It belongs with a true Atlantean, Prime. Not a whelp like you—”

I bit right through his hand.

“I’d rather die,” I growled, savoring the taste of the shifter’s blood, “then give up this power!”

“Have it your way,” Ahriman said, a wheezing laugh leaving his reptilian lips. His dragon’s mouth opened, my head disappearing into his maw—

Ahriman screamed.

The scream caught me off-guard, so much so that I left my head inside of his mouth for another horrific, bracing moment. Then the Chimera Shifter reeled backward, every one of its muscles flexing with pain. I couldn’t make heads or tails of it—it looked as if something flowed around the creature like oil, constantly shifting to keep the Chimera from fighting back.

No, not flowing. Buzzing. Buzzing like an insect.

I glanced back at the cage, confirming what I already knew. The locust was free.

It had slipped between the bars in cloud form, transforming itself into a flock of tiny assailants the Chimera shifter couldn’t claw or burn away. They stung the creature mercilessly, biting with their tiny jaws as they harried the Chimera across the laboratory. Ahriman roared with frustration, trying and failing to get a hit on the inchoate mass of the shifter.

“My creation!” Ahriman yelled, something like despair in his chest. “No! I forbid you to strike me! Get back in your cage, now!”

In response, the locust formed into a single creature right before the head of the eagle. Its scythe-like arms flashed, hewing through the creature’s avian neck like a lumberjack cutting down a tree. The Chimera let out a tortured scream as the locust hacked right through its third head, leaving a bloody stump behind.

The locust tossed the eagle’s head away like a bag of trash, then threw itself back into the attack. My harem, who up until this moment had simply sat there stunned, joined the fight, backing up the creature with spells and attacks.

It remembers, I thought, watching the way the locust moved around Felicia. It knows it used to be a person. And it’s figured out who’s responsible for the shape it’s in!

If Felicia hadn’t overcome her fear, hadn’t jumped into battle along with us, the locust would never have recovered enough of its humanity to turn against its creator. Now the creature struck again and again, sinking its long arms into the Chimera Shifter’s chest like the Roman senators who’d stabbed Julius Caesar. Ahriman looked no less betrayed—it wouldn’t have shocked me to hear an et tu, Brute out of him as he batted at the locust with his paws.

Dr. Ahriman backed away, grabbing at another one of the Talismans around his neck. Another wave of brilliant, kaleidoscopic light washed over his Chimera body, rippling as it restored him to full health. Even as it faded, the locust and Felicia were up in his face, attacking mercilessly as they severed ears and gouged out eyes from the creature.

This seemed to be the way to get Ahriman to waste his Talismans. Blinding or deafening him disoriented the Chimera to the point that he burned a Talisman, restoring his senses as he went back onto the offensive. In short order, we’d forced him to use another of the powerful artifacts, rippling over his body like a healing balm as the six of us focused our forces.

Together, I stood with Mira and Dr. Ahriman’s twisted creations to bring the bastard down. Behind us, Alison and Sophie rained down spells, adding a constant stream of damage to our attacks. The Chimera backed up again and again, the snake’s tail twisting into a scorpion’s barb, the eagle head replaced with the grinning maw of a shark.

The locust paused—and let out the most bloodcurdling scream I’d ever heard. The walls of the laboratory rippled with it, forcing everyone to throw their hands over their ears to protect them from the blast. Even the Chimera shifter lifted its paws, using each broad hand to shield one of its three heads from the sonic attack. In the center, the dragon’s head remained unprotected—its eardrums shattered, deafening the draconic head as the locust formed into a cloud of chittering, shrieking insects.

Those insects dove straight for the dragon’s neck. It didn’t hear them coming—and in its pain, its disorientation, it didn’t see them either until it was already too late. The locusts grabbed at the clutch of Talisman’s around the Chimera’s broad neck, forming a scythe hand from the cloud like one of the Tasmanian Devil’s limbs in a cartoon.

The scythe cut through the ancient, knotted leather string, sending the Talismans falling to the ground.

Dr. Ahriman felt the loss of his possessions as a physical wave. The Chimera shifter buckled, all the strength going out of its legs as it slumped to the laboratory floor. Its body shimmered, losing all definition, and gradually transformed back into the all-too-human form of Dr. Ahriman.

His hair had gone white as a snowstorm. Deep wrinkles lined his face, making him look almost as ancient as his eyes. Mira had been right—at least one of the Talismans around his neck had been providing him a constant stream of youth and vitality siphoned from a host of victims. Without it, he didn’t have enough power to hold onto his Chimera form—hell, he could barely walk.

“Please,” the doctor whimpered, crawling across the blood-streaked floor toward the fallen Talismans. “Give them back. That’s… not fair…”

One of Ahriman’s hands gripped the Talismans, and the lines in his face began to fade. He glanced up, grinning—and found himself staring right up into the inhuman face of the locust.

“My creation,” Ahriman whispered, true fear in his eyes. It was probably the first fear the man had felt since Atlantis sank into the ocean. “You don’t understand. What I’ve done—it’s all for the greater good! Look at you—you’re so much more powerful now than you could have ever been on your own! You’re perfect—why, you’re almost a true Atlantean—”

The locust wasn’t listening. With a high-pitched squeal, it brought one scythe down through Dr. Ahriman’s back, pinning him to the laboratory floor.

None of us made a move. This was all for the locust.

Still Dr. Ahriman writhed, trying desperately to hang onto his Talismans. “You’re making a mistake,” he groaned, blood dripping from his open mouth. “You can’t kill me! There are almost none of the old blood remaining, the true sons and daughters of Atlantis. Each one of us is worth more than your entire species put together!”

A second pincer joined the first, this one just beneath Dr. Ahriman’s neck. His body went limp, his spinal column neatly severed. The locust moved like a butcher, quickly and efficiently carving up Ahriman’s body with its sharp appendages.

Those beady, insectoid eyes were filled with a rage like nothing I’d ever seen before as it ripped Ahriman apart—as it didn’t just kill the man who’d abused it but destroyed him. Ahriman’s cries gradually gave way to burbles as his lungs filled with blood, only the whites of his eyes showing.

By the time the locust was done, the true Atlantean resembled a butterfly on display. He’d been split open, spread-eagled across the floor of his own laboratory in a pool of blood. The locust ripped open his ribcage with an almost casual gesture, plucked his still-beating heart from within his chest, and shoved it in its mouth.

“Eww,” Sophie groaned, covering her own mouth with her hand. “Holy shit…”

“Don’t fuck with a shifter,” Mira said, her eyes hard and cold. “Whatever the locust does to him, Dr. Ahriman deserved a hundred times over. Bastard…”

I couldn’t agree more.

Felicia’s body shimmered as she shifted out of her were-form. Within the span of a few heartbeats the gorgeous, dusky woman stood before me, as naked as the day she was born. She watched the locust feast on Dr. Ahriman with something like pride, nodding as the creature neatly decapitated the scientist’s corpse.

“We did it,” Felicia said, leaning over to pick up the Talismans. “These belong to you, sir. As our Prime, it’s up to you how to share the spoils of war.”

I stared down at the seven glittering discs, stunned beyond belief. Just one Talisman was a treasure beyond any price—seven of the things felt like the hoard of Ali Baba himself. Just one of these things could have bought me enough gold to go swimming in it like Scrooge McDuck.

But I knew in my heart I would never, ever sell these. They were more precious than any other form of wealth.

Besides, I had very little need for money. I already had everything I could need: power, beautiful women, and a purpose. Why did I need a big mansion like Koschei?

I was still thinking about it when an alarm went off in the laboratory. Red light filled the room, casting deep shadows on the wall. Each of my harem girls looked at each other in confusion, searching for the source of the disturbance.

“More reinforcements?” Mira asked, sharpening her claws. The gorgeous blonde shifter remained in her tigress form, ready for action. “Bring ‘em on. Koschei saw what we did to the last ones—if he wants to waste more goons, then let him—”

“It’s not reinforcements,” a smooth female voice said.

Standing over the dead body of Dr. Ahriman was a beautiful woman. She wore a silk robe the same deep green shade as the locust’s chitinous armor, and her hair was a black so dark that it seemed to swallow the light. She looked like a forest spirit —like some ancient fertility goddess brought to life. Yeah, she was stacked. Her hips and breasts were almost too wide, as if they’d been crafted by some horny God to be perfect handholds for some hard, primal fucking.

I wanted her the instant I saw her. It wasn’t even a thought—just a physical reaction. This woman had to be mine.

“Dr. Ahriman’s heartbeat was keyed into a laboratory fail-safe,” the woman explained, her voice high and musical. “I heard him talking about it several times. He didn’t trust Alexei Koschei not to betray him, to try and kill him and take the Talismans he prized as much as his own life.”

“You’re the locust,” I said, looking the woman up and down. “Holy shit, you’re beautiful.”

The woman beamed. “Thank you,” she said, brushing her midnight-black hair out of her face. “I’m sorry that I tried to kill you. Several times. Had I known what a handsome, powerful Prime I was facing, I would have relented, believe me.”

The compliment went straight to my dick. “What’s your name?” I asked, almost desperate to know what to call this woman. I needed to know what to groan while I thrust deep inside of her.

“Valetta,” she said, with a naughty look on her face like she was thinking the same thing. “I’d love to make more introductions with the rest of your women, but we need to leave. Now that Dr. Ahriman is dead, the laboratory will self-destruct—along with the rest of the mansion.”

Mira and the rest of my girls shared a wide-eyed look. “Oh fuck. How long do we have before it all goes up?”

Valetta pursed her lips in thought. “About thirty seconds,” she said with a knowing laugh.

That wasn’t enough time to escape. Which meant we were all dead.

But Valetta didn’t seem worried in the slightest.

“Come here,” she said, spreading her arms as she walked to the center of the laboratory. “Quickly, now—the structure is already beginning to buckle. Dr. Ahriman kept a lot of flammable chemicals in his stockpile. I’ve only got one chance to pull this off…”

Curious, we formed a huddle around the beautiful newcomer. I took her hand, noting with only a slight bit of disgust that her limbs were covered in Dr. Ahriman’s blood. Was his heart still in this gorgeous creature’s stomach, or had that been transmogrified when she transformed back into a human? I decided I was better off not asking.

Valetta closed her eyes and concentrated. As the red light flashed like a strobe, the world around us faded. All my senses were ripped away in a blink, cold air rushing in as the laboratory was replaced with the expanse of flat, green grass outside of Alexei Koschei’s mansion.

She’d teleported us, just like Koschei had done to himself. Could she teach me this power, as well?

We had just enough time on the outside to watch as Koschei’s mansion exploded, sending a massive fireball soaring into the night sky.


Chapter 23

“The whole city’s going to see that,” I muttered, my arm around Mira’s waist. “There’s no hiding us now. This is going to be front page news in the morning…”

My harem and I stood on the front lawn of Alexei Koschei’s mansion—his former mansion, I supposed. The remains of it smoldered, sending a thick cloud of black smoke into the glittering night sky. The flames would burn on through most of the night, though the structure itself was far beyond saving. I didn’t even hear any fire trucks making their way up the mountain—as if the man who owned the house didn’t want them there.

No evidence, I thought grimly. Of course. When you own the media, the last thing you want to deal with is a police report.

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Mira said, rolling her eyes and scoffing at the blaze. “This is just one of the residences Koschei owns—like most of the True Shifters, he’s international. I’d be surprised if he even notices the loss, honestly.”

A chilly wind blew over the summit of the mountain. The flames wavered back and forth, busy devouring what remained of Alexei Koschei’s mansion. Deep beneath, the laboratory where shifters had been altered into monsters lay completely destroyed. I harbored no illusions that the police would be able to get down there and uncover evidence that showed the world the True Shifters existed—Koschei and Ahriman would have been too careful for that.

I was sure they’d calculated the exact amount of explosives they needed to ensure no trace remained of Dr. Ahriman’s experiments after the place went up in smithereens. Not to mention the doctor himself, dead somewhere down in the blaze. Was there even a body left for the police to bag and tag? I doubted it.

“So that’s it, then?” I asked, glancing bitterly at the ruins. “We killed Ahriman, but that asshole Koschei got away. The world has no idea the True Shifters exist, and they can keep performing experiments on so-called lesser shifters with impunity. The real bad guys get to get away without a scratch?”

Alison and Sophie looked at me like I’d grown a second head.

“Are you kidding?” Alison asked, putting her hands on her hips. “Our entire lives have changed, Nick. You’re a shifter, and I’m a mage. And you’re more than a shifter, really—you’re the Prime. Our Prime.”

“You saved Felicia and Valetta,” Sophie said, her eyes shining with love and devotion. “You stopped Ahriman’s experiments. No more shifters will get captured and altered into those things!”

Felicia had been staring at the fire with more intensity than most—now she turned around, completely unbothered by her nudity.

“As one of those ‘things’ myself, I agree,” the model purred. “Keeping what happened to me and Valetta from happening to any other young women with shifter powers was a laudable goal—and more than worth the sacrifice required to make it happen.”

Well. I felt suitably convinced, then.

My women crowded around me, laughing and joking. They had an easy, natural freeness to their conversation, like Mira, Alison, Sophie, and Felicia had been friends all their lives.

I watched as Sophie offered some of her clothes to Felicia, only for the gorgeous model to shake her head.

“I’m more comfortable like this,” Felicia said. “When I’m home alone, I tend to just go naked all the time.”

“That sounds like fun,” I blurted, provoking knowing laughter from each of my girls.

The only person who hadn’t spoken since we’d escaped the mansion was Valetta. She stood with her back to the rest of us, watching the fire burn like someone seeing the ruins of their old life crumble and collapse. Finally, she turned back to us, the rest of my harem going quiet at the sight of her. Tears streamed down her beautiful, goddess-like face.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she said, putting both of her hands around one of mine. “You have no idea what sort of hell those people kept me in. I am eternally grateful to you, Prime. Along with the women of your clan.”

My clan. Is that what these girls were? Well, I could get with that.

“We have a lot to talk about,” I said, nodding. “I’m sure you overheard much more than just idle gossip, being so close to a True Shifter for so long. We’re going to need your expertise to track the rest of them down—if you’re planning on remaining with us, that is?”

Valetta’s eyes shined with mischief. “I hadn’t given much thought to what I’ll do next,” she said, her fingers gripping mine and playing with my wrist. “I was trapped in that locust body for so long, I came very close to losing myself forever. Only you and your group saved me. I’d consider it an honor to remain with you and your clan, Prime.”

“Please, call me Nick,” I said, sparks flying between me and Valetta as we gazed into each other’s eyes. I felt each woman in my harem heat up like live wire as they saw the two of us together, like they saw and felt the same chemistry between us. Next to me, Sophie tugged at the hem of her blouse as if she were about to rip it off and start kissing the woman next to her.

Would we have devolved into an orgy, right there on the mountain in front of the flames? Unfortunately, I didn’t get to find out.

A burnt section of the mansion finally gave in, collapsing into the smoldering blaze as the scaffolding beneath it broke apart. When it fell, we could see a small group of dark figures splayed out on the lawn on the other side of the mansion. They lay there, panting and stunned, having just escaped the doomed building in time.

“Who the fuck is that?” I grunted, already in motion. “More enemy shifters? True Shifters, maybe?”

Capturing actual Atlanteans would be one hell of a coup. I shifted into tiger form and raced ahead on four legs, trusting in my women to keep up by whatever means they had available. As I drew closer, I realized these weren’t Atlanteans who’d escaped Koschei’s house of horrors—but other shifters. Not the shifters who’d wielded weapons against us, otherwise I’d have torn them apart where they stood. These were different.

They looked starved. Each of them was thin and emaciated, like a prisoner after a lengthy hunger strike. No wonder none of them could get up—they had no energy. Only the faintest trace of their shifter nature stood out on their bodies: a bit of claw here, a feather tucked beneath an ear. An ordinary person would have looked at them and seen nothing but starving humans, and probably wondered where the nearest shelter they could drop them off would be.

“It’s him,” one of them muttered, managing to sit up with some effort. “The Prime.”

I shifted back to human form, looming over the group. My shadow fell over them, rippling along with the flames consuming the mansion. Several of the shifters tried to back away, feebly clutching at the grass as they scooted backward on their asses. None of them were terribly successful.

“Who are you people?” I asked, casting my gaze around the yard. “What’s happened to you?”

I heard Mira hiss as she landed next to me. She shifted from tigress form back to human, her sleek curves pressing against mine as her thigh-high boots shifted back to being skintight around her legs.

“I know what they are,” she whispered, sounding disgusted. “They’re Koschei’s siphons.”

The shifters couldn’t meet mine or Mira’s eyes. Guilt and shame flooded them, and I knew that my second in command had hit the mark perfectly.

“He’s been draining you?” I asked, paying attention to the wiry, emaciated anatomy of each shifter. “Taking your youth, your health, your powers?”

One of the men—the one who’d spoken when I first landed—nodded. He seemed a bit less worse for wear than the rest of his fellows, as if he were stronger than the others.

“We’re… tributes,” he said, spitting into the grass. “Each of us is from a different shifter clan. Our clans gave us to Koschei to power his talismans, in exchange for protection from the True Shifters. We didn’t come willingly. We were prisoners, used only for our energy. We’re living batteries, just cogs in the Atlantean machine.”

Mira’s face went pale. “What!?” she growled, her tigress nature amplifying her voice. The shifters shrank back before her anger, unused to this kind of treatment. “That’s illegal! Siphon arrangements are strictly voluntary—a service provided in exchange for payment. Even the True Shifters wouldn’t violate the agreement. It would lead to open civil war in supernatural society…”

The shifter who’d managed to sit up let out a polite little cough. “Look at us, lady,” he said, gesturing at the starved, skeletal forms around him. “Does it look like we were providing a service?”

“It makes sense,” Alison said through gritted teeth. The co-ed put her hand on Mira’s shoulder, physically restraining her from whatever burst of anger the tigress inside of her wanted to indulge in. “Someone who’s already sold his soul isn’t going to be worried about unauthorized arrangements with shifters. And from what this man says, these are authorized arrangements of a sort—shifters for protection.”

“Like the fucking Mafia,” Sophie hissed, with so much vehemence it startled me.

The lead shifter hung his head. “Our clans had no choice,” he said, sounding reluctant to speak on it any further. “The True Shifters are too powerful. Koschei owns this city, and he needs shifters to power his Talismans. If we didn’t agree, the True Shifters would just wipe us out and siphon the survivors, anyway.”

Valetta listened to all of this impassively, then turned to me. “You’re the Prime, Nick,” she said, lifting her chin like a queen. “Tell us what we should do.”

What should we do? I felt like a thousand roads led from this moment—yet at the same time, that there was only one path. No matter what I chose, I would be putting myself in conflict with the True Shifters. Me and my women would be at the top of their hit list. They’d stop at nothing to kill us—and they’d send more monsters like the locust after us.

They’ll do that anyway, I thought. Fuck it. They want a civil war? Let’s give it to them.

Grinning, I reached into my pocket and pulled out my Talismans. Three of them had a dull shine to their metal, having already been used up, while the other four faintly thrummed with power.

Four medallions, and four siphoned shifters. The numbers matched—as if it were destiny.

“First, I’m going to give back something that belongs to you,” I said, gripping the medallions tightly.

I went around the circle, pressing each active Talisman to the chest of the wounded shifters. Each one discharged its energy in a rippling wave, restoring the near-dead man to perfect health. By the time I was done, the shifters who’d escaped Koschei’s mansion were whole again—and the Talismans I held were drained.

For now, I thought, tucking them away. But not for long.

The lead shifter stared down at his healed body in amazement. “You… Why did you do that?” he gasped, springing to his feet. “That energy’s worth more than gold!”

“Because it’s yours,” I said with a shrug. “Koschei stole it from you, and gave it to his toady Dr. Ahriman. But he won’t be needing it, either, because he’s dead. Just like Koschei will be.”

Gasps escaped the shifters.

“You’re crazy,” the lead man said, though there was something like awe shining in his eyes.

“Maybe,” I agreed. “Go back to your clans. Tell them what happened here today—let them know a blow’s been struck against the True Shifters. Tell them the Prime has returned. And he’s going to put the Atlanteans back under the ocean where they belong.”

The shifters looked up at me with amazement, each eventually rising to their feet. “We will,” one of them said, shaking his head. “You know what this is going to do to you, right?”

“What, put me in the Atlantean’s crosshairs?” I gestured at the flaming wreck behind me with a smile. “Shit, I’ve already done that. Might as well thumb my nose at the bastards while I do it.”

To my shock, the shifters laughed. Soon, they were clapping me on the back, then they each transformed into their animal forms and melted away into the night. Mira watched them go, a pensive expression on her beautiful face.

“Now this really will be front page news,” the shifter whispered, guiding my hand to her ass. “You sure you’re okay with that, Nick? We’re playing a dangerous game here.”

I looked at each of my harem girls in turn. Alison the co-ed, now a mage with the power to shoot flames. Mira, my tigress and my second-in-command. Her little sister Sophie, the nastiest little minx I’d ever met with the power to wrap creatures up in tendrils of air. Felicia, the sultry model who turned into a hawk on command.

And maybe Valetta—the locust who’d tried to kill me so many times. It would be wonderful to have that kind of power in our corner, rather than against us.

“It is a dangerous game,” I told my women, watching them smile at me. “And I intend to win it.”

As they gathered around me, Valetta stepped forward. The dark-haired woman slipped a hand into my pocket as naturally as if it were her pocket, making me swell in my boxers. With a grin, she came back with a handful of Talismans.

My Talismans, now, I thought, looking at the seven glittering artifacts. Enough power to change the fucking world, if I’m man enough to take it.

Was I?

Looking at my girls, I knew the answer.

“What I’m most curious about,” Valetta purred, “is what you plan to do with these, Prime. These Talismans can change an ordinary person into a living weapon, as plainly as Dr. Ahriman’s methods if not as powerfully. Or you could keep them around your neck, use them as extra bursts of strength the way he did. What will you choose?”

My harem waited for my reply.

For now, I wasn’t entirely sure. But one thing was clear—the future was bright. For me, and for my clan.

“First, I’m thinking we figure out how all these things work,” I said, staring down at the priceless Talismans. “Then we juice them up and use their own weapons to take these Atlantean assholes down.”

My girls cheered.

Ahriman’s words came back to me, distorted through his Chimera maw. You cannot conquer the master’s house with the master’s tools, the man had said.

Maybe not. But I didn’t plan to conquer the True Shifters.

I was going to burn their fucking empire to the ground.

End of Book 1


Book 2




Chapter 1

“Look at him,” I said, leaning over the top of the enclosure to get a better look at the creatures below. “The King of the Jungle. Guy doesn’t have a care in the world. Can you imagine what it must be like to live like that?”

Standing next to me in a too-short skirt, Alison Waters let out a giggle and held my hand tighter. “I have no idea,” she said, following my gaze down into the pen. “Eating, sleeping, and having sex all day while being waited on hand and foot by the females of your species? Most guys would gladly give up their freedom for a life like that.”

Far below both of us, behind a pane of thick glass and a chain link fence, a pride of lions roamed the savannah looking for prey. Their hunting grounds were about as long as the aisle of a grocery store, separated by a phony stream running across the two enclosures. A lion with a massive red mane let out a yawn by the river’s bank, sunning itself as a lioness brought over a leftover chunk of meat from lunch.

“Most would,” I said, my fingers straying to Alison’s ass. Her eyebrows rose along with the hem of her skirt as I gave her booty a squeeze through her panties, reminding her of the bond between us. “I wouldn’t. And I didn’t have to.”

Alison snickered, then gasped as my fingers gripped her rear. She let out a pleased little noise as she stared down at the lioness feeding her mate, as if she wished she were waiting on me hand and foot.

It wasn’t long ago I was making big heart eyes whenever this girl walked by, I reminded myself, thinking of how much my life had changed in the last few days. Now she treats me like a fucking King. God, life is sweet…

The two of us stood overlooking the Big Cat Exhibit at the Crest City Zoo. It was morning, so only a few guests wandered from enclosure to enclosure, checking out the animals within. According to Mira, a few buses of kids from the local school district would be here in the afternoon, which was why I’d chosen to visit early.

Plus, I’d been living underneath the zoo for nearly a week now. It only made sense for me to come out every now and then to check out where Mira worked.

As if summoned by magic, the zookeeper arrived a moment later. She’d dressed a little more revealing than usual, in a tight little vest that showed off her cleavage and a pair of thigh-high boots, but most of the patrons weren’t caffeinated enough to notice.

“I couldn’t help but notice you two taking an interest in our lion pride,” the blonde said, her cherry-red lips curling in a smirk. “Were you aware that in lion society, it’s the lionesses who do all the hunting and parenting? The male doesn’t do anything all day but eat and chase after lionesses—and that’s only when he can be bothered to get off his big lion—”

“Uh huh,” I said, shooting a look at her. “How’s your day going, Mira? Anything fun going on with the animals today?”

Despite joining my clan shortly after the night my life changed forever, Mira kept her job at the Crest City Zoo. The zoo was her hideout, after all—the proximity to so many animals kept her camouflaged from any Atlantean assholes who tried to sniff her out. Besides, she really did enjoy working with animals, particularly tigers.

Mira smirked at me and for a brief moment, a pair of tiger ears and a matching tail appeared on her body. They were gone so fast a casual observer would have thought they were seeing things.

“They’re good,” Mira said, gesturing at the chain link as if she were explaining something about the lions to ordinary visitors. “It’s just you two this morning, Nick? Where’s Felicia and the new girl?”

Now it was my turn to smirk. “They’re still in your apartment,” I said, referring to the underground chamber beneath the zoo where Mira had made her home. “Sleeping off last night.”

Both women chuckled at that. “You’d think a model would be used to early wake-up times,” Mira said, putting her hands on her hips. “And as for Valetta, I still don’t understand what her deal is.”

“Me either,” I said, watching the enclosure. The lion had finished his meal and was splashing around in the makeshift stream, his lionesses staring at him as if they were about to roll their eyes. “She’s hot as hell, though. Speaking of hotties, where’s your sister?”

Mira scoffed. “Joining us for lunch.” She took a step closer to me.

In another lifetime, I would have shocked myself to speak so brazenly about the sister of a woman I was in a relationship with, but everything about my life had changed in the last week—Mira’s reaction underscored it like a line in boldface. The petite shifter pushed her body against mine, running one leather boot up and down my thigh.

“Speaking of which,” Mira said, “my break’s in fifteen minutes. Just enough for us to have a bit of fun if you wanted, Prime…”

My hand strayed to the pendant around my neck. It was the reason for all these changes in my life. A week ago, it had been little more than another mystery for me to solve and catalogue. I’d been working at the Crest City Museum, interning along with the co-ed standing next to me: Alison. I’d had a major crush on her, and I’d been on the verge of turning it into more than just a fantasy when Mira broke into the museum, intent on stealing its latest acquisition.

Hanging against my chest and beneath my shirt was a circle of metal, its edges covered in strange runes. It might have looked like a prop from a science-fiction TV show, but the pendant was actually the Primal Talisman—a long-lost artifact from a kingdom beneath the waves. Thanks to it, I’d learned a whole lot of things I’d always considered fantasies and conspiracy theories were real.

Magic was real. Atlantis was real. And women who could turn into animals were very, very real.

I went to bed with several every night.

In addition to Mira and Alison, three other women had joined my burgeoning clan. One was Mira’s little sister Sophie, though she was more like a girl than a woman. Barely over eighteen, she’d been excited to enrol in Crest City’s college in the fall. Now her hopes and dreams involved expanding the clan and having my babies. Even for one of my harem girls, Sophie’s desires were shockingly straightforward.

My other two women slept beneath the zoo, recovering from last night’s debauchery. Felicia was a former underwear model turned powerful hawk shifter thanks to an experimental Atlantean gene treatment—one that had almost turned her into a mindless creature called a Fiend before I’d saved her. The copper-skinned beauty had asked for my protection after being freed. She offered her body in exchange. Pretty great trade, as far as I was concerned—one the old me would have been too timid to accept.

The last woman in our group was the enigma. As the events of the previous night rolled like a pornographic film reel through my mind, I remembered she hadn’t taken part—for now, Valetta felt content to watch me with my other mates.

That behavior wouldn’t have been acceptable from another woman, but Valetta was anything but ordinary. Like Felicia, she’d been experimented on by a bastard of an Atlantean named Dr. Ahriman—only earlier, and her form was that of the Locust. She’d nearly killed me a dozen times as I grew into my powers, hunting me down at the behest of her masters to seize the Primal Talisman and give it to the Atlanteans.

I didn’t hold that against her. Valetta’s mind had been nearly destroyed by Dr. Ahriman’s experiments. She’d gotten her revenge, though—I’d watched as she ripped his heart right out of his chest and ate it after my clan defeated him in his Chimera Shifter form.

I’m more than a little like him, I thought, glancing down at the pendant bulging from beneath my shirt. I can transform into multiple animals too…

The Primal Talisman gave me abilities far beyond that of an ordinary human. Whenever I slept with a shifter, my essence and theirs commingled—binding the woman to me for life and giving me the ability to assume their Anatomical Form. Mira gave me the Tiger, and Felicia gave me the Hawk.

I also had the power to bestow the elements of my stored forms onto human women, turning them into ancient warriors called Beastmages. I’d done this to Alison without knowing it was going to happen, giving her the ability to toss fireballs and channel the forces of flame at will. Mira’s sister Sophie had hoped that I’d bite her, turning her into a shifter like Mira, but instead I’d given her the Hawk’s element—the powers of Wind.

Part of me wondered what would happen once I finally sealed the deal with Valetta. The idea of transforming into a Locust didn’t appeal to me overmuch—especially not after fighting for my life against one so many times while I was figuring out my powers. But like the mythical Prime who’d once ruled the world, my destiny involved collecting every animal form like some kind of sexual menagerie. I’d gain a new elemental power, as well—one I could give to a human groupie to soup up her power level and add her to the clan.

Because I was going to add more women to the clan. I felt it in my fucking bones. Though there weren’t many women walking around the Crest City Zoo this fine morning, my senses locked in on them whenever they got close. A primal part of my brain—one that the old me would have dismissed as not the modern way—summed up each woman, determining both her suitability as a warrior and as a mate. I couldn’t help it. This was the new me.

Fortunately, my women didn’t seem to mind. Hell, they liked sharing me, which still blew my fucking mind.

While I’d been looking around the zoo, Mira’s gaze followed mine. “You know what?” She shrugged her shoulders, the top of her head barely coming up to my own. “We’re not exactly busy, Nick. I don’t think anyone’s going to yell at me if I take my break early. How about we all head downstairs?”

“Good idea,” I said, though not for the reason Mira thought. She had sex on her mind—when did she not?—but we had business to discuss first.

I set the agenda in my head as we left the exhibit, headed through the reptile cave, and waited for the coast to clear. Once no one was watching, Mira slipped open the service door that led to her secret lair. The sound of running water somewhere far away mingled with our footfalls as we headed down.

This secret chamber at the bottom of the zoo was the cradle of my nascent clan, but no one could stay in the cradle forever. Soon we’d have to expand, move into a larger location, and make our mark on supernatural society. That posed a problem because even in the short time I’d been a Prime, I’d already made a dangerous enemy.

Alexei Koschei.

Koschei’s wealth and power outstripped most Atlanteans, to say nothing of human-born elites. His personal GDP was higher than that of most countries, which was why the mansion I’d torched that belonged to him probably barely even registered on his radar. What did was that I’d killed Dr. Ahriman, the man performing his shifter experiments.

Ahriman told me Koschei was already a king—but that he wanted to be a God. He believed that by unlocking the power within shifter DNA, combining it with the Atlantean genome, he could turn himself into an immortal god-king and rule over mankind forever. From what I’d seen of his experiments with shifters, the man was on the right track.

Someone needed to stop him, and that someone was the Prime—me.

Fortunately, I’d come out of the fight against Dr. Ahriman with a bag of treasures to help me on my way. He wore seven Talismans around his neck, each of which had been filled with the life essence of a shifter. I’d forced him to use two in the fight, and given the energy in the rest back to the shifters the good doctor kept as prisoners in his lab.

That meant I had seven blank Talismans, ready to be used for whatever purposes I wanted. According to Mira, almost any attribute could be stored within them: health, longevity, physical beauty, or even luck. Filling them up, however, required taking that attribute from someone else.

Atlanteans normally purchased these attributes from lesser shifters, contracting them as servants called siphons. A siphon would wear a Talisman for a short period of time, charging it up with whatever attribute the holder had agreed upon in exchange for money or clan protection. I’d been told about twenty-year-olds who’d spent a week wearing an Atlantean’s Talisman and wound up looking sixty at the end of it. The thought made me shudder.

No, the use I was thinking of putting my new Talismans to as I made my way to our meeting place beneath the zoo didn’t involve stealing youth or beauty. It involved expanding the clan. My new Talismans could potentially bestow the powers of a shifter on an ordinary person, giving them the ability to transform into an animal while wearing one. With the increase in strength, speed, and killing power that came from the beast within, I could build a whole army—one made up of women who served me and only me.

That sounded a hell of a lot better than stealing a few extra years off some junior shifters. Now I just needed a way to put my plans into practice.

No one had bothered cleaning up Mira’s apartment. The place looked like a frat house the night after a mixer—women’s underwear littered the floor, along with empty boxes of takeout and bottles of alcohol. Of the two women I’d left recovering in the apartment, only Valetta was awake. She looked as if she was in the middle of fixing coffee, while Felicia’s snoring could be heard all the way from the back bedroom.

“Prime.” Valetta turned, a knowing smile on her face as she took in the sight of me. “And your mates.”

Damn, I thought, looking her up and down. What a knockout. Each of my women had been blessed with greater than average good looks, but Valetta had the body of a fertility goddess. Her big breasts, wide hips, and round ass made an impression even in the big t-shirt and puffy pajama pants she wore around the apartment, and her raven-black hair had been pulled into a messy ponytail that made me instantly think of using it as a handhold. Her eyes were what my grandma would have called ‘smiling’: Valetta always looked as if she’d thought of the funniest joke and was just waiting for a gap in the conversation to tell it. I’d been meaning to ask more about her past—her manner of speech was precise and uninflected, as if English wasn’t her first language.

Guess I forgot about it in all the war and sex, I thought, moving into the kitchen.

“Is that coffee?” I asked.

Valetta’s amused eyes smiled deeper as she poured me a cup. I’d just taken my first sip when a figure appeared in the doorway of the bedroom—Felicia, yawning like she’d just finished hibernating.

Even more so than most of my women, Felicia didn’t bother much with clothing. Maybe it came from a life spent modeling barely-there undergarments, but the gorgeous, copper-skinned hawk shifter preferred walking around the apartment in as little as possible. This morning she wore nothing but the same pair of black panties I’d slid to the side before fucking her last night, and if the stares of my girls bothered her, she didn’t show it in the slightest.

“Good morning,” I said, moving aside so Valetta could caffeinate her. At this rate, she’d have hardly any brew for herself, but she looked more than willing to share. “Sleep well?”

“After the night I had, I should hope so,” Felicia said with a snort. Her breasts bobbed in the most pleasing way as she took a big sip of her coffee, heedless of the heat. She licked her lips, noting the way my gaze lingered on her body. “I can’t believe you’d rather spend your morning watching animals than with your harem.”

“I do have to get some sun every now and then,” I said with a laugh. “Besides, it was fun. Gave me all sorts of ideas for new positions. You wouldn’t believe how giraffes do it…”

Before I could regale the girls with the mating behaviors of the various creatures Alison and I had seen on our tour of the zoo, the final member of our group arrived. Sophie took her sweet time getting here, as she always did, but the look on her face when she saw me always made it worth it.

A younger, dirtier ash-blonde version of her sister, Sophie was a dominant male’s wet dream come true. She had no shame in referring to me as ‘Daddy’ in front of her fellow clan members—for her, it was as natural as any other title. She looked like she’d spent the morning readying herself for this meeting. Her sleek little miniskirt and leggings combo showed off her taut thighs, and her sexy, bratty pigtails made me want to push her down on her knees and use them as handles.

“You sure took your time,” Mira said, giving her sister a sideways glance as Sophie kissed me.

Never shy about letting me know she was mine whenever I wanted, Sophie punctuated the kiss with a squeeze of my cock through my pants before pulling away with a laugh.

“I was registering for classes,” Sophie said. “For some reason, Daddy thinks I still need an education. I tried to tell him Felicia already taught me everything I need to know…”

The memory of the hawk shifter instructing the barely legal co-ed on how to deepthroat me filled my mind, so sharp and strong it was like I was there. God damn that had been a fun night.

“I happen to agree with him,” Mira said, her hands on her hips. “I still don’t think this is the right life for you, Sophie.”

Sophie gave me a little look, as if to ask can you believe this?

“Tough,” she said, softening the blow with a giggle. “I’m one of the Prime’s women, sis. I can’t stop that—it would be like trying to force my heart to stop beating!”

“That doesn’t mean you can’t have a life,” Mira retorted, glancing around the room for support. “Clans need all sorts of women, in all sorts of roles. You could be the clan’s doctor while you practice medicine, for example.”

“You’re in school to become a doctor?” I cocked an eyebrow at Sophie, who responded by blushing and playing with a pigtail.

“I said maybe I’d become a doctor,” Sophie groaned, her eyes going skyward. “God, can you get off my back already, sis? Nick, can you please command my sister to stop being such a nag about my future?”

I made a face. “I don’t know,” I said. “A doctor’s a good thing to be. But this isn’t why I asked you all to meet me down here this morning. We’ve got some planning to do.”

In short order, the girls arranged themselves as best they could across the room. Mira and Sophie sat on the love seat together, though Sophie clearly wished I was sitting next to her instead, while the other couch seated Alison, Felicia, and Valetta. I preferred to stand, my coffee in hand as I rested an elbow on the counter separating the kitchen from the living room.

Before I spoke, I took a moment to look over the five women who’d bound themselves to me. I’m a lucky son of a bitch, I thought, devouring each of them with my eyes. Any guy would consider themselves over the moon to have one babe as hot as them on their arm—five seemed like an embarrassment of riches. The fact that they were as capable as they were beautiful only compounded it.

“I wanted to take your temperatures,” I said, leaning forward on the counter. “I know I’m in charge of this group, and my decision is final, but I do consider your council important, and I’d like to take it into account.”

The women shared looks, glancing this way and that across the couches.

“Yes, Prime?” Valletta broke the silence.

I cleared my throat. “It seems to me,” I began, speaking the words I’d been rehearsing in my head the whole walk down, “that the other night, we fired the first shot in a war. Alexei Koschei and the Atlanteans know who we are now, they know I have the Primal Talisman—and I can’t imagine they’ll be nice enough to just give up, go away, and leave us to our business. Not after what we did to Dr. Ahriman.”

My girls nodded in response, following along perfectly.

“So with that in mind,” I continued, “I’d like to know what your thoughts are on what we do next. I’ll admit—I still don’t know a lot about the Atlanteans. I’m not sure how to go about weakening their hold on the media, for instance, or putting holes in their command structure. I just know that I want to protect what’s mine —which means those bastards never get to do what they did to Felicia and Valetta again.”

Both of the turned shifters nodded, their jaws set firm. They remembered those experiments all too well, and neither wanted to see even a single shifter go through the hell the Atlanteans put them through.

Alison’s hand shot up.

“We don’t really need to raise our hands to speak,” I said, “but I appreciate it.”

Alison glanced around the apartment, biting down on her lower lip and darting her eyes between us. She was a natural public relations whiz, in her groove getting donations out of rich old men for the museum or running interference for a PR campaign—but in the world of shifters, she walked on unfamiliar ground.

“I don’t really know much about all of this, either,” Alison said, her tone quieter than usual. “I was just an ordinary human before Nick saved me from that killer locust at the stadium. No offense, Valetta.”

“None taken,” she replied with a Mona Lisa smile.

“But I think what we ought to do is go on the offensive,” she continued, her eyes sparkling with all the ferocity of a lioness on the hunt. “Not on the battlefield—we don’t have the manpower or the resources to take on the Atlanteans directly—”

“Womanpower?” Felicia asked wryly.

“—but in the court of public opinion,” Alison finished. “You shook the Atlantean’s hold on the media, Nick. Even with their total blackout on public events, they had to stretch themselves to cover up the attack at the stadium and the chaos at Dr. Ahriman’s lab. I say we go public with what we know—let the people know that shifters exist. Force the Atlanteans to come out in the open and admit what they’ve been doing behind the scenes all throughout human history.”

What an interesting idea, I thought. It’s ambitious. I like it.

“With all due respect,” Mira said, pursing her red lips, “I don’t think you realize what a tall order that is, Alison. The Atlanteans don’t just control the media—they are the media. The government, too. No matter how hard we try to get the truth out to people, they’ll be able to block us every step of the way.”

Mira spoke these words with a finality that told us she considered the matter closed. Alison stood her ground all the same.

“Those people at the stadium won’t forget what happened to them,” she said in a small voice. “I know I won’t, Mira. We owe it to ourselves to keep tragedies like that from ever happening again.”

Mira’s lips twisted in a sultry moue. “I didn’t say we’d let them,” she retorted, her voice growing hard at the thought of our enemies. “Just that getting the truth out to people is even harder than you’d expect. Especially when people have no interest in hearing it.”

“Sounds like you have another plan,” I said, gesturing at Mira.

Mira curled her lips and bared her teeth. Something feline showed in her gaze then—something of the huntress, the tigress on the prowl.

“We hunt down the Atlantean bastards,” she said, crossing her arms under her breasts, lifting them until they almost spilled from her vest. “There’s not that many True Shifters in the world, Nick. You could fit them all in this zoo and the people in charge here still wouldn’t consider it a busy day.”

“Interesting,” I said, rubbing my chin. A fine sheen of stubble met my fingers; I hadn’t shaved in a while. I’d been having too much fun with my girls to waste the time, and they seemed to like me scruffy. “You think you could track them down?”

“I know it,” Mira growled, her eyes fierce. “The people who threaten our clan have names and addresses, Nick—several, in the case of assholes like Alexei Koschei. We flush them out one by one, take them down—and add their spoils to our clan.”

“You’re talking about assassinating people,” Felicia said. She looked alarmed at this idea, though the expressions of the other girls were more accepting.

“She’s bloodthirsty,” I said with a grin, watching Mira take the words as the compliment they were meant to be. “And she has good reason to be. The Atlanteans didn’t give a shit about you or Valetta when they were experimenting on you. They tried to kill you—and the rest of my women.”

Felicia still looked uneasy at the prospect of going to war with the Atlanteans. As if trying to cut through her unease, Sophie raised her hand.

“I agree with Mira,” she said, crossing one leg over the other where she sat on the couch. If it weren’t for those leggings, I’d have been able to see Sophie’s bare pussy—from the way the fabric clung to the swollen contours of her mound, I was certain it was bare.

Mira gave a start. “You’re actually agreeing with me for once?”

“Don’t look so shocked,” Sophie giggled. “My sister is right—we need to take the fight to the Atlanteans, but we can’t risk facing them in open combat. Not yet, anyway. We won’t be ready until we get a hell of a lot stronger, which means striking from the shadows is smart.”

Why do I feel a ‘but’ coming on? I thought, pursing my lips.

“That’s great,” I said, hoping we could move on before Sophie let the other shoe drop. “I’m interested in what the rest of the group thinks—”

“Which is why you should bite me as soon as possible,” Sophie said, batting her eyelashes in my direction.

Shit. I should have known this was what Sophie had been aiming at the whole time.

“Absolutely not,” Mira snapped, shooting a hard look in her sister’s direction. “That isn’t going to happen.”

Sophie stuck out her tongue at Mira. “That’s not up to you. The Prime’s word is law. If Nick wants to sink his teeth into me, that’s absolutely his right as our leader. And may I just add that if he wanted to do that, I’d do just about anything he wanted in exchange—”

“I’m confused,” Alison said, her brows furrowing together. “You’re a mage, Sophie. You’ve got wind powers. Are you saying you can become a shifter, too?”

She shrugged. “Why not? I’m pretty sure if I put one of Dr. Ahriman’s Talismans around my neck and it had the energy of a shifter, I could use it to transform into an animal, even though I already have a mage’s powers. Why wouldn’t it work the same way for the bite?”

Now that she mentioned it, there wasn’t anything saying I couldn’t. Was it truly possible to turn a human woman into a Beastmage, then bite her to add the powers of a shifter into her repertoire?

If such a thing were possible, it would make my women into fearsome warriors, indeed.

“I want to help you kill those Atlantean assholes,” Sophie purred, rising from her seat and wrapping her arms around my waist. The posture made her look even more submissive than usual, and my cock swelled in my boxers from the sight of her. “I want to be there with my sister, fighting side by side. And the best way for me to do that is for you to bite me. It’s past time, Daddy. I’m begging you for it—why won’t you just give it to me? Have I not been a good enough girl?”

Oh fuck. Those words did things to me—bad things. Primal things. Sophie had just put herself at risk of having her leggings torn off and getting fucked in front of the whole harem—and from the look on her face, she knew it, too.

And was hoping it would happen.

To try and calm things down, I moved on. “Felicia,” I grunted, shrugging off Sophie’s arms along with her request for the moment.

Felicia hadn’t expected to be called upon. She did a double-take. “Yes?”

“You want to weigh in?”

She was quiet for several moments, the contemplative expression on her face only somewhat undercut by her nudity.

“I’m glad to be a part of the team,” she finally said. “But—and I’m sorry to say this, Nick—I have no desire for revenge. What Koschei did to me, the horrors Dr. Ahriman inflicted on my body… I just want to forget them. If such a thing is even possible.”

The room filled with sympathetic looks. Everyone knew how both Felicia and Valetta had suffered at the hands of the Atlanteans.

“So I’m here for whatever you want,” she said, “but I want to live in peace. I’m sorry, I don’t think I’m going to be much use on the battlefield.”

Felicia looked like she was on the verge of tears. Before she could start sobbing, Mira rose from the couch and scooted over to her side, throwing an arm around her shoulder.

“Hey, what did I say?” Mira forced a smile, coaxing Felicia into bucking up. “A clan requires all kinds of people in order to run smoothly. We have plenty of warriors—and with those Talismans, I’m sure we’ll be making more soon. There are lots of ways you can help our Prime that don’t involve violence.”

“Like in the bedroom,” Sophie said, leaning back in her seat. “Though that does involve a little violence.”

“But it’s the fun kind,” Alison agreed.

Felicia flushed at the acceptance she’d received from the rest of the clan. “Thank you,” she whispered, seeming to notice for the first time that she was naked. “And for the record, I don’t mind that sort of combat. I just don’t ever want to risk going through what happened to me again.”

“You won’t,” I said. I shouldn’t have been surprised that Felicia’s tears activated my protective instincts, but the sheer force of the feeling nearly overwhelmed me. I wanted to carry her to bed, calm her down with several rounds of enthusiastic sex, then tuck her in with assurances that no one would ever hurt her again.

My girls brought things out of me I didn’t even realize I had.

“Prime?” a voice cut through the conversation. “If I may be allowed to speak, I have something I wish to share with the clan.”

All our heads turned to Valetta.

“Of course,” I said, spreading my hands. “I want to hear from all of my women, Valetta. Even the ones who’ve been too shy to join us in bed yet.”

She gave no indication she’d been rattled by my jibe. Valetta just flashed that enigmatic smile and looked around the room, clearing her throat. I realized she’d been waiting for her turn this whole time—and that she’d already come up with a plan.

“I agree with Mira,” Valetta said, flashing her a little grin. “Our objective should be weakening the Atlanteans by any means we can. But there’s something everyone in this group seems to have forgotten.”

“Well, don’t leave us all hanging,” Alison said. “What is it?”

Valetta teased a string of raven-black hair from her face. “That we can turn their own weapons against them,” she said, looking every bit as bloodthirsty as Mira had been while plotting assassinations. “Particularly those our Prime has in his possession after his victory over Dr. Ahriman.”

“The Talismans,” I finished for her. As I spoke, I reached into a pocket and withdrew the tangled skein of them, holding them out by their leather thongs. Each was a small stone disc, far lesser in diameter than the Primal Talisman hanging from my neck. If my Talisman was a Hollywood game show, these things were the home edition.

According to Valetta, they were still powerful as hell—and I’d seen the way Dr. Ahriman used them in combat.

“Valetta is right,” I said, looking at the discs. I could tell my harem was doing the same—that each of them pictured the possibilities we could activate once we’d deciphered the mystery of the Talisman’s inner workings. “Priority one should be figuring out how these things work. They’re what’s going to give us the edge over the Atlanteans.”

My blood tingled in my veins until my fingers throbbed with pinpricks of pain. I felt something in my core, something primal. A calling.

Mastering the Talismans was my destiny—not just the Primal Talisman I wore, but all those in my possession. Maybe all the Talismans that had ever been made to begin with. If I owned them all, who could possibly stand against me? My girls and I would be safe forever.

“You almost sound like you already know how they work,” Mira mused, watching the smile on Valetta’s face. “Care to share with the class?”

Valetta shook her head. “I do not,” she said in that high, lilting accent. “But I know someone who might be able to assist us.”

Our interest sharpened. Everyone stared at Valetta.

“Assuming she hasn’t packed up stakes and moved away since my transformation, of course,” she added. “I was out of the game for nearly four months. A lot can change in that amount of time.”

“You let me worry about that,” I assured. “Just tell me who this person is, and how we can get in touch with them. Is she a shifter, too?”

“An Atlantean?” Sophie asked with a note of suspicion.

Valetta kept shaking her head. “Just a friend,” she said with a strange expression. “A scientist who’d been studying me. Before I disappeared, she’d been close to making a breakthrough on how my body differs from that of an ordinary human. We were about to get a real peek behind the curtain—”

I could tell Valetta all the ways her beautiful body differed from an ordinary woman’s, but somehow I figured she knew. “We’ll look her up,” I said, my tone telling her I made no promises. “What’s her name?”

“You may have already met her,” Valetta said, stifling a laugh. “Her name is Dr. Amanda Simmons, and she works at your university, my Prime. At Crest City College.”


Chapter 2

“Dr. Simmons?” I asked, leaning up from the backseat. “I don’t ever remember crossing paths with a woman by that name. Do you, Alison?”

The six of us rode in Sophie’s Subaru, the blonde co-ed driving with Alison sitting in the passenger seat. The car was only designed to seat five people, so getting Mira, Felicia, Valetta, and I together into the backseat was a major squeeze. Mira pretty much sat in my lap as we drove to Crest City College, her tiger’s tail whipping at my thighs like a happy cat as she clung to me.

“I can’t say that I have,” Alison said, checking her makeup in the mirror. “That makes sense, though. From what Valetta said, this woman’s a biologist—I was a communications major. You’re majoring in History, right?”

“Right,” I said, noticing Alison said she was a communications major, meaning past tense. Alison had taken more care than usual in her appearance on the drive over, and it didn’t take a biologist (or a rocket scientist) to figure out why. Neither of us had been to our alma mater since that crazy night at the museum, where our lives had changed forever. Even though only a short time had passed since then, the two of us were completely different people now. Everyone would be looking at us differently.

“I can’t believe a week ago, the biggest thing going on in my life was nabbing a promotion at the museum,” Alison said, checking out her mascara and nodding to herself. “Does it feel like a whole lifetime ago for you, too, Nick? Like all that shit happened to someone else?”

“Kinda,” I said, leaning back into the embrace of the women surrounding me. “I always had a crush on you, though. Even before the Primal Talisman.”

Alison laughed. “Oh, I know. It was obvious. I always thought you were cute too, you know, but I’m glad the Primal Talisman pushed me into becoming totally obsessed with you.”

“Really?”

Alison beamed. “Life in the clan is much more fun than juggling school and museum work. Plus, I don’t have to serve drinks to horny old men.”

“Just horny girls,” Mira giggled, wriggling in my lap like an eel. I’d been hard the whole drive over, and the tigress took it as a sign that she should spend the drive giving me a lapdance in the back seat.

The old Alison would’ve been scandalized by that. The new one tossed back her head and howled with laughter. “You know it!”

I grabbed Mira’s thigh and slid her to the side. What she was doing in my lap felt amazing, but it was starting to feel a little too good. I didn’t need a mess in my pants when we met this Dr. Simmons.

“Valetta,” I said, ignoring Mira’s pout as she was denied her seat on my cock. “How did you meet Dr. Simmons, anyway?”

She had been silent the entire drive across town. Unlike most of my women, she didn’t feel the need to make lewd jokes or constantly remind me I could be having sex with her. It was as if she trusted me to come to her in my own time, whenever I was ready to claim her. I liked that.

Okay, the lewd jokes were fun, too—but I liked a little contrast.

“I’m afraid it’s a long story,” Valetta said, folding her hands in her lap. It was a good thing Felicia was so slender, as Valetta was absolutely stacked. She had more than enough ass for one seat—not that I minded in the least. “Dr. Simmons and I are old friends, going all the way back to my college days. Shortly after I was Turned, I confided in her the details of my situation.”

“I wish I could be Turned,” Sophie said with a sigh, glancing at us in the rearview mirror. She was an impeccable driver, I had to give her that—most people wouldn’t have been able to keep their focus with so many gorgeous women in the car. “Where’d you get bit, anyway, Valetta? Was it somewhere fun?”

She ignored that. “She took the news with admirable aplomb. Magic, shifters, a lost race of Atlanteans from beneath the waves—Amanda listened to it all. Then she declared I’d given her a whole new set of scientific problems to solve.” A grin spread across Valetta’s face as if she were remembering the night in question. “Ever since, she’s been performing experiments on me—not like Dr. Ahriman’s experiments, of course. Merely trying to understand the science underpinning shifter biology.”

“Of course,” I said. The number of students moving up and down the block let me know we were getting close to the university. “It sounds like you and this Dr. Simmons are close.”

Was that a hint of a blush I saw traveling up her cheeks? Well, well. I hadn’t thought the calm and collected Valetta capable of blushing. “She and I were very good friends, once,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “Though that hasn’t been the case for a good many years now. Will that be a problem, Prime?”

Would it? I couldn’t imagine it would. Valetta belonged to me now and could never betray me. If she enjoyed the company of women in the bedroom just as much as men, well—that would only make it easier for her to fit in with the rest of the harem.

“Shouldn’t be,” I said with a shrug. Then, I couldn’t help but add: “Is she hot?”

Valetta responded with an enigmatic smile. “I suspect you’ll find out for yourself soon, Prime. We’re almost there.”

The sight of the bustling university center filled me with mixed emotions. It hadn’t been long ago this place had functioned as the heart of my world: now, after a week of shifter magic and primal sex, it felt strangely small. Last week I’d cared so much about what these people thought of me—whether I was respected, what my GPA looked like, whether I’d scored a date with a cute chick that weekend. Now it all seemed so unnecessary.

Alison stared out the window with glassy eyes, her mind no doubt following a similar track.

“Thinking about life?” I asked.

She nodded. “And how quickly it can change,” she replied, glancing over her shoulder with a smile. “I’m really, really glad it did, Nick.”

As was I.

No one had thought to bring either Alison or Sophie’s parking passes with us, so we had to pay to park in the five-level garage next to the campus’s Engineering building.

“Should any of us stay here?” Sophie asked, switching off the engine as she pulled into a space on the garage’s top floor. As usual, the place had filled up near to capacity, and wouldn’t empty until long after night classes let out. “Have someone keep watch?”

I snorted at the idea. Who did we need to fear in Crest City College? “None of you are leaving my sight,” I said, nodding as Valetta opened her car door. “You know where Dr. Simmons is likely to be this time of day, Val?”

She nodded as she stepped out. “By the way,” she said, looking back and forth over the top floor of the garage to make sure she wouldn’t be overheard. “I should tell you before we meet her—Dr. Simmons has a Talisman of her own. A lesser one, not capable of making someone a shifter, but a Talisman all the same.”

That stunned me. “How does she have a thing like that?”

For the second time since I’d met her, Valetta blushed. “Because I gave it to her, Prime. I stole it off the people who originally Turned me—for a time, it was my most prized possession. Now Dr. Simmons is studying it.”

I should have been shocked that a civilian possessed even a fraction of the Atlanteans’s power. Instead, I felt a deep sense of curiosity. What could a scientific mind discover when given the Talismans for study?

“Why would a biologist be studying a Talisman?” Sophie put her hands on her hips, as if irritated the conversation had gone on for so long without her.

Daddy’s girl needs attention, I thought with a smile.

“To discover the secrets of its makers,” Valetta said, as if it were obvious. “Before I disappeared, she had made great strides. The technology of the Atlanteans both is and isn’t like our modern conveniences—Atlantis tech, and Mu tech, were all organic. Magic itself is organic as well, drawn from the forces of nature.”

Hmm. Interesting.

“What about the abilities of shifters?” I asked, shutting the car door behind me.

“Organic—but also technical,” Valetta said, an odd look on her face. “That question bedeviled Dr. Simmons greater than all the rest. She told me on several occasions that figuring it out comprised the very work of her life…”

I could see how a researcher devoted to her work could feel that way. Part of me wondered just how far down the rabbit hole this Amanda Simmons had allowed herself to fall; while most of me simply wanted to know if she’d made any breakthroughs while her friend was living as an eight-foot-tall locust. Had she discovered the secrets of my powers?

And is she hot? a naughty little voice in the back of my head whispered. Oh yeah, that too.

Valetta led us from the parking deck to the university, cutting across the grounds like a veteran student. A group playing hacky sack on the green had to move aside to make room for her, both men and women directing long, appreciative looks at her assets as she walked by.

Mine, something primal inside of me growled, responding to their attention.

It was strange. I felt both pride and irritation when outsiders admired my harem. I wanted others to know what was mine, to witness the glory of the clan I owned and protected—yet the thought of even allowing outsiders the pleasure of looking at my women rankled a very old, very primal part of my brain. It was something I’d have to get used to, I supposed.

Or, I thought, watching Sophie and Mira’s asses sway back and forth as they made their way across the green, I could always drag my harem to some cabin in the middle of nowhere when this is all over. Hard for other men to covet them when we’re hunting and fishing all day, and banging like bunnies all night…

Just then, I realized some of the voices coming in our direction weren’t directed generally at the harem, but at me. Voices I recognized.

“Hey Nick! Alison! Long time no see, guys!”

Both of us turned, the rest of the harem following my lead a moment later. A trio of figures were making their way from the dining hall, sacks of food from the quick-service restaurant clutched in their hands. They looked like they were on their way to a night of Mario Kart tournaments in the dorm, punctuated with a few bong hits and bullshit philosophical arguments.

My life before the Primal Talisman, in other words.

“Oh, hey Dom!” I kept my voice casual, lifting a hand in greeting. “Getting into trouble, my man?”

Dom and Xavier lived on my floor of the dormitory, and the third member of their group was the floor’s RA, Paul. I knew all three of them, although not well enough to consider them friends. More like college acquaintances, the kind put together by proximity and shared classes.

“Dude, you haven’t been in your room in like a week,” Xavier said, sneaking a fry from his bag. He blinked, realizing for the first time that Alison and I were surrounded by beautiful women. “Um...who are your friends?”

I grinned. I saw the naked jealousy in their faces.

“You must have been sleeping in the gym,” Paul said, giving my appearance a nod. “How the fuck did you get ripped so fast, dude?”

Dom looked from me to Alison and back again. I saw the way his eyes narrowed with realization as he saw the easy, relaxed way she pressed her hip against mine.

“You two hooked up, didn’t you?” he asked, his food forgotten. “Holy shit, we’ve been rooting for you all semester, dude.”

No you haven’t, I thought, remembering all the nasty shit Dom had said about what he’d like to do to Alison over rounds of Xbox. If anything, he’d been a rival for Alison’s affections.

Xavier was still trying to process the bevy of beautiful ladies practically hanging off my arm. “Uh, dude? Did you win the lottery or something?”

All three guys went silent, now fully aware of the women surrounding me. Dom’s jaw dropped, and Paul looked more impressed than I’d ever seen him.

“Something like that,” I said, looking around my harem with a smile. “Look, I’d love to catch up, but Allie and I have a meeting to get to. It’s really important—maybe we can hang out later?”

“Absolutely, dude!” Of the three, only Xavier looked like he was truly happy for me. “Any time—bring your hotties, too. We’ll tear up the dorms, dude!”

Mira made a face, a giggle spilling from her lips. Alison jostled her with an elbow, silencing her before the tigress could get us in trouble.

“Absolutely,” I said, turning away. Even as I did, I knew it would be one promise I had no intention of keeping. My life had changed way too much to go back to my old ways. If I was going to have a Mario Kart night with my harem, it would involve stripping after every lap—and those vibrating controllers would be used for something more interesting than steering.

As if she’d been thinking the same thing, Felicia let out a quiet scoff as we reached the edge of the green. “Boys,” she said, rolling her eyes. “They just can’t compete with a man like our Prime.”

The compliment went straight to my dick. “They’re alright,” I said with a shrug, thinking of how genuinely thrilled Xavier had seemed at my new life. “Might help one of them out later, now that I think about it. But right now, we’ve got an appointment to keep.”

Valetta had led us straight to the Sciences Building. It dominated the far side of the green, three tall spires with multiple walkways connecting them every few stories. The students walking between them looked like ants, laden down with heavy backpacks and messenger bags.

“This is the place,” Valetta said. “Dr. Simmons’s laboratory is located in the basement.

Fuck. It was always a basement, wasn’t it? Couldn’t we ever conduct our business somewhere sunny for once? From the looks on the faces of my harem, they’d been thinking much the same thing.

“Maybe we should stay outside,” Felicia said, looking up at the spires of the building looming over us. “This woman hasn’t seen you in months, Valetta—she’s likely to be shocked when you come walking back into her life. Bringing our entire clan into the bargain at the same time is likely to complicate matters.”

“No. We all go.” I didn’t like the idea of my girls lounging out here with so many students around. Not that I worried about them getting into trouble—they were too well behaved to do anything that would give me reason to worry—but I couldn’t say the same for Crest City’s student body. If some jock assholes tried to hit on my girls, they’d probably wind up in the hospital.

My girls knew better than to argue. We filed into the Science Hall’s lobby, startling several groups of students waiting around for their lectures to begin. Every man who saw us wished he was in my place—and more than a few campus hotties clearly pictured themselves as part of my entourage.

It felt good. Great, even. I’d been a nobody on campus a week ago, and now I walked around like the fucking king. I savored the looks of disbelief that followed me and my harem as we made our way to the bank of elevators in the rear of the hall. Mira pushed a button on the side, and we waited for our ride to arrive.

Together, the six of us barely fit in the same elevator. The smells of perfume and sex hit my nostrils as we made our way toward the basement, each of my girls giggling and playing with each other as our box descended beneath the university grounds.

“No lecture halls down here,” Valetta said, flashing that odd grin of hers from a corner of the elevator. “You have to be someone important to get regular access to one of these labs—or working on something important. Amanda is both.”

I couldn’t help but notice the way she kept referring to Dr. Simmons by her first name. I was looking forward to meeting this biologist who’d so entranced the newest member of my harem—and finding out what she looked like. If she’d gotten young Valetta into bed with her, she had to be a hottie—which meant she’d be a prime candidate to get one of the Talismans secreted away in my pockets.

How about that? I thought as the elevator reached the basement. Woman spends months studying the Talismans, ends up getting one of her own to turn into a badass shifter. I’m sure she’d learn all SORTS of things about the Atlanteans that way—

My good mood dissolved as the door opened. The rest of my harem filed out unawares, but the primal part of my brain told me something was wrong.

“Everybody watch yourselves,” I growled, stepping out of the elevator. The doors closed behind us, sealing us in the basement. “There’s something off about this place.”

Mira wrinkled her nose. “What, other than the fact that it’s a basement?” A shimmer filled the air, and a pair of tiger’s ears and a tail appeared on her body as she took on the first tier of her Anatomical Form. “Now that you mention it, something stinks down here. Does your ex-girlfriend’s research usually smell this bad, Valetta?”

“No,” she said. “They don’t. This is something else.”

Sophie reached for her wind powers and readied them for trouble.

Alison spread her arms, tiny flames dancing to life on each of her fingertips. “You don’t think the Atlanteans…” she trailed off, letting the thought linger in the air.

If Alexei Koschei had done his research, he might have discovered this woman’s connection to Valetta’s past—and he might have assumed this would be our first stop on our road to vengeance.

“No,” Valetta whispered, her eyes going wide. “That can’t be! I never told Amanda about Koschei. She doesn’t know anything about the Atlanteans’s command structure.”

None of us had the heart to tell her the Atlanteans didn’t give a damn what Dr. Simmons had or hadn’t been told.

“Step aside,” I said, pushing past Mira and Alison. “I’ll take point. Everyone stay behind me—and be ready to fight.”


Chapter 3

A soft wind blew through the hallway as we made our way past disused lecture halls. The walls were old beige tile, like this section of the university had been built back in the 1970’s and never renovated with the rest of the college. Only the equipment in the halls were from the modern era, gleaming and free from dust. Half the lights didn’t work, or flickered like a strobe in a haunted house. The eerie silence was broken only by our footsteps and a faint electrical hum.

Where is everyone? I wondered, looking up and down the empty hall. There are no scientists, no assistants, hell, there’s not even a janitor.

A camera in a corner followed me down the hallway, tracking me as I made my way toward Dr. Simmons’s lab.

Great, I thought, giving the tiny recording device a harsh glance. If the Atlanteans didn’t know we were down here, they sure as shit do now.

“Amanda’s lab is at the end of the hall,” Valetta said, her voice strained with worry. “You’re right, Prime. Something is very wrong here.”

Three more steps into the hall, just before reaching a broken-down vending machine between two rooms, I froze in my tracks and did a double take.

The camera stopped along with me, the single red LED over its lens blinking on and off like airport lights. What I’d taken for dust in the corner of the room was actually a spider’s web, far too thick and white to be garden variety cobwebs.

Mira saw it, too. “Oh shit,” she said, throwing an arm out to stop the rest of the harem. “Turn around. Get back to the elevators.”

They froze, but Valetta couldn’t. Not this close to her goal. “What’s wrong?” she asked, her hip pushing against Mira’s arm. “What did you see?”

“Spiderwebs,” I said, my brow furrowing with confusion. The harem moved backward, but nowhere near fast enough. “What the fuck?”

The more I looked, the more I realized the grody tiles were actually covered in a thin sheen of webbing. It thickened the further we walked down the hall, until the door near the end Valetta had been heading toward looked completely coated in the stuff.

“Someone’s been here before us.” I reached for the Tiger energy inside of me. I had the Hawk within me as well, but some primal force told me that in close confines like this, the Hawk wouldn’t serve me as well as a Tiger’s claws would. “We’ve got company!”

A vent in the ceiling of the hallway slammed open, the cover falling to the tile floor with a clattering crash. Spindly arms emerged from the hole, and Alison shoved me to the side, throwing her hands out in front of her.

“Stay back!” she shrieked, her hair rising on the wind as flames exploded between her outstretched hands. “Don’t come any closer, you fucking freaks!”

Alison scorched the vent with her power, cranking up the heat in the confined hallway. Sweat sprang up on my arms and forehead, and the rest of my harem winced as the temperature rapidly climbed beneath the force of those flames. The creatures scrambling out of the vent scrambled back into it just as fast, chittering like monsters in a horror movie. Alison’s scream went on and on, the power of a beastmage unveiled beneath the Crest City College as she pushed the magic within her into an orgy of flame.

Just when I thought I could no longer stand the heat, the fire between Alison’s hands sputtered out. She stumbled to the side, nearly losing her footing. I grabbed her around her waist, supporting her as she brushed a sweaty lock of long blonde hair from her face.

“Bastards,” she muttered, flashing me the same grin that drove me so wild when we worked at the Crest City Museum together. “I hate spiders so fucking much, Nick.”

A laugh passed through the group.

“You certainly showed it,” Felicia said, clapping her on the shoulder. “That was positively fierce—”

Two more vent covers dropped from the ceiling, further down the hall. Wounded, the creatures had retreated—but they hadn’t given up. Not by a longshot.

“Fucking hell,” I snarled, handing Alison over to Felicia as I stepped forward. I knew the hawk shifter would take good care of her. She might have abhorred violence, but she understood the concept of self-defense, especially where one of her clan members was concerned. “Everyone get ready! There’s more of those things!”

Even as I spoke, the door to one of the lecture halls slammed open in a gush of webbing. More of those things filled the hallway, standing between us and Dr. Simmons’s lab, and I got my first good luck at the monsters.

The things reminded me of that part in The Fly where Jeff Goldblum was stuck halfway through his transformation, trapped in a body that’s part human, part insectoid. These creatures were like that, only without all the Hollywood special effects. They had just enough humanity left in them to turn my stomach, even as they crawled from every vent and empty lecture hall on their eight spindly legs. Chittering noises like laughter from the pit of Hell filled the corridor as they pushed in, turning clusters of blinking eyes on me and my girls.

Oh, fuck no, I thought, overwhelmed with a disgust so pure it nearly made me retch. I couldn’t let these creatures live. Killing them would be a kindness to the universe.

“What the fuck are these things?” Felicia gasped, shoving Alison backward with her as she moved toward the elevators.

“Hybrids,” Mira growled, her red lips parting in a sneer.

“More Atlantean experiments?” I asked.

She nodded. “Built to do the True Shifter’s dirty work. I’d only heard rumors about them. I’d hoped they weren’t true.”

Unfortunately, the monsters bearing down on us were anything other than rumors.

I brushed off my revulsion as best I could as the part-human, part-spider hybrids crawled down the hall. Time to get to work, I thought, reaching for the Primal Talisman around my neck. Hopefully they didn’t manage to get inside Dr. Simmons’s lab.

There was no time to check. Even as the Tiger’s energy filled me, the first and bravest of the hybrids pounced, leaping into the air as its fangs flashed. Droplets of black ichor dripped from the glistening points, sizzling as they hit the concrete floor.

Poison, I thought, for sure. Can’t let these freaks bite me!

The spider landed—but I was no longer there. I sidestepped, slamming into the wall as new energy coursed through my body. My muscles swelled, fur rippling to life across my skin as my anatomy distorted with the power of the Primal Talisman. Fur erupted across my neck as my face became that of a tiger’s, thick canines breaking through my gums where flat human teeth had once been.

“Push them back,” I commanded, the words more a roar than human speech. “Waste these assholes!”

I grabbed that first spider and ripped off one of its legs, the energy rushing through my claws akin to a dam bursting. It felt so fucking good to destroy things—to give into the primal, caveman instincts the Talisman put inside me.

The spider screeched in pain, the remainder of its legs kicking as it tried to brace a hairy foot against the floor.

No chance, I thought, going for the eyes.

My claw ripped through its thorax, spilling inky black blood across the floor. The creature was still in its death throes as I tossed it at the next target. My vision sharpened, the smell of blood and sweat filling my nostrils.

Now that I’d become the Tiger, I no longer possessed a human’s senses. The world became simple and easy, clean in a way that ordinary human interaction never was. There were no worries about etiquette, awkwardness, or status—this was just the law of the jungle.

Kill or be killed.

The wind at my back turned into a tempest as Sophie let loose. She screamed like a banshee as twin ropes of cyclone force erupted from her hands, twirling together as they turned the hallway into a miniature tornado. The spiders that had been advancing on us lost their footing and fell backward, slamming into the walls as they were forced back to the entrance of Dr. Simmons’s lab.

“Good girl,” I growled, leaping across the corridor. I could feel Sophie’s arousal at the compliment as I landed, my bulk hitting the ground in front of a line of stunned spiders.

My claws made short work of them, spilling blood and ichor across the concrete floor.

Another figure landed in my peripheral vision, slashing horizontally at a spider trying to flank me and put some fangs in my back. Unlike me, Mira had given herself up fully to her tigress form—a massive beast stood at my side, unrecognizable as the beautiful zookeeper I knew so well.

Mira’s jaws snapped out, plucking a second spider from the ground and ripping it in half like a piece of tissue paper. I growled with pride as she waded into the fray, snapping arachnid legs and spilling blood as she dealt out carnage.

The remaining hybrids backed up until they were against the door at the hallway’s far end. With nowhere left to run, they appeared to debate whether to flee back into the vents and try their best to escape, or make a final stand.

I moved forward, tasting victory on the wind. These creatures had been foolish to stand against us—our clan was far too powerful for the Atlanteans to deal with by proxy. These pitiful creations had little chance of denting our majesty, especially with so many beautiful shifters at my side—

The ceiling buckled inward. I whirled around, seeing the source of the problem—the blackened vent where Sophie had blunted the first assault of the hybrids with her fire powers. Something was trying its damndest to push through that opening—something big. Big enough to take the whole fucking ceiling down with it.

Mira and I were on one side of the vent, wedged against Dr. Simmons’s office with the remaining hybrids. Alison and Felicia stood by the elevators, with Sophie not too far behind. I couldn’t blame the mages for retreating—their powers looked tapped out for the moment, and without them, they were little more than sitting ducks.

Only Valetta had a choice. She stood beneath the buckling vent, able to jump one way or another. Join us and fight the hybrids, or stay back and protect the mages?

“Valetta,” I snarled, reaching out a hand. “Stay back! Keep Alison and Sophie safe—”

Too late. The roof above her head shattered, bits of plaster and tile raining down as the raven-haired beauty calmly looked up into the space where the vent had been. A massive spider stared back. It was several times the size of the creatures we’d been fighting. If they were drones, this thing was the Spider Queen—and the Queen looked pissed.

The ceiling caved in around Valetta as the Spider Queen slid from the vent, but the corridor didn’t fully collapse. We could climb over the rubble to get to her—but first, we’d have to fight off the remaining hybrids. We’d be too exposed with our backs to them, those poison fangs getting a clear shot at our necks.

“Fuck!” I growled, sizing up the situation. “Mira, hold off those spiders. I’m going in to help Valetta—”

Valetta transformed. As power cascaded down the hallway, lifting her gorgeous hair in a messy halo around her body, I realized that maybe Valetta didn’t need my help, after all.

Her eyes rolled back in her head, only the whites showing as chitinous plates snapped into place over her skin. Her arms lengthened into scythes, long transparent wings erupting from between her shoulder blades as she assumed her insectoid form.

This wasn’t the full locust I was used to. Valetta had more than enough control over her form now to keep herself from falling into the same trap the Atlanteans had put her in. Her face remained human, though her unearthly beauty grew even more uncanny as her wide hips and heavy breasts faded into a grasshopper’s sleekness.

She cracked her neck, letting out a chittering battle cry. The Queen’s segmented eyes blinked, as if whoever had sent her and her team hadn’t warned her about Valetta.

I put my fist through a hybrid’s face as the two locked in combat, magic flaring up and down the corridor. Bits of the already damaged walls buckled inward as Valetta picked up the Spider Queen and slammed her through the doors of a lecture hall, disappearing inside behind her in a tangle of limbs and wings.

Shit! We had to get to her. I pushed my own powers into overdrive, my claws lengthening until my hands looked like Lady Deathstrike’s. I pounced forward into the remaining hybrids, ripping them to shreds as a primal roar broke from my throat.

A red film covered my vision. I didn’t see, didn’t think—just acted. Just killed and killed and killed.

Finally, there was nothing left for me to kill. I stood in front of Dr. Simmons’s door, the wood paneling covered in blood and ichor. Someone yelled from just behind me, though their voice sounded as if it were traveling up from the bottom of a deep, dark well.

I strained my hearing, the human part of my brain struggling to take control back from the primal Tiger I’d unleashed. I wasn’t in any danger of losing myself the way I had with the Hawk, but I’d definitely let the wild part of me have a little too much fun.

I turned around slowly. Mira was trying to climb over the pile of rubble blocking the hallway, while far on the other side, Felicia, Sophie, and Alison beckoned, cheering her on.

What’s she up to? I thought, the words trickling through my brain like frozen molasses. Human thoughts felt strange in Tiger form—my animal instincts were so much cleaner. Like right now, the Tiger was thinking how good Mira’s ass looked as she climbed, and how good it would feel to mount her from behind and let her feel the full force of a Tiger’s mating—

Stop, I told myself, shaking my head. Your women need you for more than sex right now. Wasn’t there something about that empty lecture hall I’d forgotten?

The answer slapped me in the face. Valetta and the Spider Queen were in there, fighting for their lives!

I crossed the corridor in a flash, grabbing chunks of debris and tossing them behind us.

Mira glanced over, both startled and pleased to see me helping her. “Finally,” she said, a knowing grin spread across her now-human features. “Got a little carried away while indulging, didn’t you, Nick?”

“I did,” I agreed, my words distorted by my leonine maw. “Having too much fun!”

“Happens to the best of us,” Mira said with a fierce laugh. “Help me bust through this mess! Valetta needs us!”

A sweep of my mighty paws cleared all the space we needed to slip through. The sounds of heated combat echoed from within the lecture hall, and from the sounds of it, Valetta was more than holding her own. Yet that Spider Queen looked tough, and I didn’t want to miss my opportunity to beat its ass.

With a grin, both Mira and I jumped into the room. The lecture hall looked as if it had been decommissioned some time ago, the rows of stadium-style seating covered in a thick coating of dust. A bunch of strange formulas remained on the blackboard, having been chalked in so long ago they’d become a permanent part of the wall.

In the center of the chamber, Valetta and the Spider Queen faced off. The massive arachnid dominated most of the lecture hall and was using its bulk to its advantage as it tried to crush Valetta. For her part, the locust shifter ducked and weaved like a prize fighter, taking every opportunity to slash the spider’s body with those long, deadly scythes.

One of the Spider Queen’s legs lay half over a lectern, covered in hairs the size of coaxial cables. While the creature’s attention was fixed on Valetta, I landed next to that leg and bit down with my maw, grinding sharp teeth through layers of chitin.

Tastes fucking horrible! I thought, ichor exploding on my tongue.

The Spider Queen screamed in pain, one of its eight legs cracking down the middle from the force of my jaws. The sensation reminded me of the godawful aftertaste of locust, the tang I’d carried for so long after trying to gnaw through that monster’s heart in the Crest City Museum.

I was glad I’d failed to kill Valetta, but I would never get used to the taste of these monsters.

The Spider Queen buckled, attacked from both sides at once. I roared and spat, black ichor dripping on the floor as I turned from the creature’s shattered limb to attack its exposed flank. My claws sank into its thorax, ripping through its most vulnerable parts like a hot knife through butter.

All thoughts of trying to defeat us had fled the Spider Queen’s mind. The creature chose flight over fight, trying desperately to flee to the hole it ripped in the basement’s ceiling.

Valetta stood in its way, and the gorgeous, fierce locust wasn’t about to let the Spider Queen off the hook.

Her scythes flashed down like the blade of a guillotine, stabbing through the creature’s eyes. A scream like a boiling tea kettle filled the lecture hall as the Spider Queen lost control, primal fear infiltrating the arachnid’s mind. Blinded, it struck out randomly with its remaining legs, trying to land a hit and open the path for it to flee.

Only dumb luck and probability kept it from dying right then and there. One of its legs kicked out and struck Mira in the face, causing her to stagger. Valetta ducked to the side without thinking, reaching out to keep her from falling. Without the locust shifter there, the door back to the hallway lay open—and apparently, the Spider Queen hadn’t been blinded as thoroughly as we’d thought.

The monster ran. It ducked beneath the archway of the lecture hall’s door, heading straight for the open vent like an arrow seeking a bullseye.

“Damn it!” I roared, frustration filling my chest. “Stop that fucking thing from getting back into the vent!”

I dropped to all fours, hot on the Spider Queen’s heels. As I reached the door, a sticky substance beneath my feet forced me to slow. The spider had dropped webbing behind it, deploying it as a defensive measure as it fled. My claws slashed through the gossamer-thin stuff like cheesecloth, but doing so slowed me down.

The Spider Queen knew it had managed to survive. Two of its unbroken legs grabbed the sides of the hole in the ceiling, pulling it upward into the area above the basement. In moments, it would be out of sight. I could follow it up, but it knew the ventilation system of this building far better than I did. I had no illusions that I’d be able to catch it.

As it gained the lip of the vent, the spider’s head turned on a swivel. One of its few unblinded eyes blinked at me, as if to gloat. Or maybe it was just taking a mental picture of the scene to describe to its master later.

The eye exploded.

A burst of goo filled the hallway, and the Spider Queen toppled. As it landed in a heap, a figure stood over it, her majestic wings spread wide with power. The beak she’d used to puncture the creature’s orb dripped with blood, like the fangs of a predator.

To say I was stunned would have been a massive understatement. “Felicia!?”

She had gotten over her hatred of violence. That beak of hers slammed down like a hammer on an anvil, leaving deep puncture wounds on the creature’s body as she nailed it into the floor. Her head slammed down again and again, like the bloody nightmare version of one of those drinking birds that dip into a glass of water.

By the time Valetta, Mira, and I reached the Spider Queen, it was little more than a carcass. The thing gave a sputtering wheeze and died, its last sight one seriously pissed off hawk shifter standing over it, triumphant.

“Holy shit,” I whispered, startled by the sheer ferocity on display. “Felicia, that was insane.”

She shook herself, transforming back into her human form. She wiped the blood and ichor from her face as her beak shrank back into her statuesque nose, the copper-colored feathers covering her body melting away into smooth, unbroken skin.

Felicia looked down at the mess she’d made as if someone else had done it. “I got carried away,” she rasped, wiping her face with a forearm. “That thing attacked Alison and Sophie… I just saw red for a minute and knew I had to do something.”

I clapped her on the back. “You did good,” I said, melting away her worries. “I’m proud of you. Don’t worry about the morality of it, Felicia. That was totally righteous.”

“I’ll say!” Sophie stepped into the lecture hall, brushing dirt and plaster from her skirt. Apparently, Felicia had busted down the wall of rubble when she’d decided to take action, and now the rest of my harem was free. “That was fucking awesome, Felicia! My sister might be the tiger shifter, but you’re definitely the one who reacts when her cubs are in danger!”

A flush rose to Felicia’s face at the compliment. “I merely wanted to keep you all safe,” she said, looking a little ashamed at the way she’d lost control. “This doesn’t mean I’m going to start hunting down Atlanteans or anything like that. I just… I couldn’t sit by and watch you get hurt, that’s all.”

I nodded. If that’s the way Felicia wanted to play it, I had no problem with that. A harem member who only fought when we were in danger was no trouble to me.

After all, we were pretty much always in danger.

“Let’s go check out that lab,” I told my girls, ripping the last of the Spider Queen’s webbing off my legs. “Hopefully Dr. Simmons is locked inside, waiting for us.”

Valetta had just finished discarding the last remnants of her locust form. “If she is,” the dark-haired beauty said with a smile, “I’m certain she’ll be grateful to you, Prime.”

Yeah, I thought. Let’s hope so.


Chapter 4

Dr. Simmons wasn’t in the lab. After seeing the state it was in, that was probably a good thing.

The Spider Queen’s webbing didn’t end at the door. Once Mira and I cleared it away, we realized it stretched far beneath the bottom of the entranceway and covered most of the lab itself in strands of sticky white stuff. As bad as that was, a cursory examination of the place told me all that had happened.

“Oh my goodness,” Valetta said, her face falling. “Oh no. Amanda’s instruments. Her experiments—they’re ruined.”

Ruined was a polite way of putting it. Totally fucking trashed was a more precise one.

Whoever had worked the lab over clearly hadn’t wanted anyone to find even a trace of Dr. Simmons’s experiments—broken beakers littered the floor with shards of glass, and the tables covered in equipment had been knocked over and stomped on for good measure. I doubted we’d manage to get any useful information out of what was left.

Or any clues to Dr. Simmons’s location, I thought, lifting a thick tangle of webbing from the corner of a nearby table. The Atlanteans wrecked the place, and those spiders buried the evidence. We’re not going to find shit in here.

I tried to keep a stiff upper lip about it, but the rest of the harem felt my frustration.

“Well, this sucks,” Alison said, her hands on her hips as she stood in the center of the room. “Would you like to step back out into the hall, Nick? Me and Sophie working together could burn away all these spiderwebs in a few minutes.”

“And destroy whatever evidence is left.” Valetta shot her a glare. I think she was worried we might find Dr. Simmons herself buried beneath all that webbing—and I didn’t blame her. If the good doctor had been home when these Atlantean thugs showed up, there’s no way they would have left a loose end like her lying around. “No, we’ll clear this manually. If my Prime agrees, of course.”

“That’s fine,” I said, not feeling hopeful one way or the other. “You girls get started. I’m going to take a walk around the lab and see if there’s anything salvageable in here.”

One of the amazing things about carrying the Prime Talisman around was that people tended to do what I said. My women deferred to me as naturally as soldiers to their commanding officer, moving to their tasks with a vigor I found refreshing. A little part of my brain wondered what would have happened if I’d commanded them to have an orgy in the webbing instead—would they really have done it?—but I tucked the thought away and started to search. I wouldn’t have wanted to have sex in all this, anyway.

The lab was larger than it looked from the outside, filled with several chambers of strange instruments. I moved through the webbing, cutting it away as best as I was able, and found a room in the back with tubes running from the floor to the ceiling. The air faintly crackled with power, as if this room was the heart of Dr. Simmons’s experiments.

I cleared the webbing away from one of the tubes, peering inside. A greenish fluid filled it, looking like the place an evil corporation would stash one of its biological weapons in a science fiction movie. What had Dr. Simmons been up to here?

A noise to my right made me turn. Claws erupted from my knuckles, my body tensing as I expected more spiders. The babbling I heard, however, sounded all too human. Although something muffled it, almost as if the speaker was trapped beneath a heavy blanket—

Or webbing. Shit.

I shrank my claws back down to a reasonable size and started slashing my way to the source of the noise. The muffled cries grew more desperate the closer I came, as if the person trapped beneath the webbing heard me and wasn’t sure if I was friend or foe.

“Dr. Simmons?” I asked, finding the source of the sound. A thick cocoon of webbing covered one corner of the room, stuck to the walls on all sides. “Is that you?”

“Mmmmph mmph!” the trapped person grunted. They didn’t sound like a woman, but with all that shit covering them, I couldn’t really tell.

“Hang on, whoever you are,” I told the cocoon, giving it a gentle shake to let the person trapped inside know I was there. Then I glanced over my shoulder. “I’ve found someone! Everyone, get over here!”

My girls crossed the path I’d torn through the lab as I ripped open the cocoon. The Spider Queen’s webbing crisscrossed like chainmail, creating a barrier with a surprising level of defense. I’d have to remember that for later.

As I ripped away the last of the webbing, a terrified male face shuddered beneath me. The person trapped inside of the cocoon couldn’t have been any older than I was—he looked like a college student, one who’d been caught at the wrong place at the wrong time.

“Who are you?” I asked

The young man took one look at my claws and shuddered. “I’m seeing shit,” he whispered, terrified. “Are those spiders coming back?”

“They’re gone,” I assured. “Hang on, I’m going to pull you out of there.”

Easier said than done. The webbing clung to him like glue—tugging him free was a major undertaking. By the time I had him halfway out of the cocoon, my girls had managed to join me at the back of the lab.

This was also when I noticed the wound in the young man’s side. Two of them, dripping with green venom. Shit, he got bit, I thought, looking over the wound. Now I know what that Spider Queen would have done to us.

Valetta stuttered to a stop next to me. “Patrick!?” she asked, staring down at the young man with an ashen face. “What happened here? Where’s Dr. Simmons?”

“You know this guy?” I asked.

Valetta nodded. “He’s Dr. Simmons’s lab assistant. He gets course credit for assisting her with her experiment.”

He shuddered, sweat beading on his forehead as he took in the sight of the beautiful women.

Poor guy probably thinks he died and went to heaven, I thought with a snicker—then sobered up when I realized that sweat meant the spider’s poison was coursing through his veins.

“S-s-spiders,” he managed to mutter, his teeth chattering like the room was freezing cold. “Big fucking spiders is what happened! They came out of nowhere—one minute I was running calibrations on Dr. Simmons’s spectral imager, the next I was covered in fucking bugs—”

Valetta shook his shoulders, her eyes as hard as diamonds. “What happened to Dr. Simmons!? Where is Amanda?”

It took him a moment to respond. His eyes widened at the sight of Valetta as if he’d never expected to see her again. “They took her,” he managed. “Carried her off like a fucking sack of potatoes!” A mad little laugh spilled from his lips. “Damndest thing I ever saw…”

Then Patrick’s eyes rolled back in his head, spittle forming on his lips.

“Holy shit!” Mira took a step back as the youth began to convulse. “Fuck, the poison’s in his bloodstream. This guy’s in serious trouble!”

We weren’t going to get much more information out of him.

“We need to get him to a hospital,” I said, pulling him free from the cocoon. “They might be able to save him—”

Felicia stepped forward. “Give him to me. I can fly—I’ll drop him off at the emergency room.”

It was the best chance the poor guy had. “Take him,” I said, handing the trembling student to Felicia. “Meet us back at the parking garage once you’re done.”

She nodded, already beginning to transform. Patrick took one look at her, suspended between the form of a gorgeous underwear model and a fierce bird of prey, and passed the fuck out. Probably the best for him, all things considered.

But as Felicia clutched the young man in her talons and prepared to take flight, his eyes opened once more. “The terminal,” he rasped, pointing toward the opposite corner of the room. “They didn’t manage to break it. Eighties technology—shit’s built like a tank. I stashed as much of Dr. Simmons’s research there as I could to… keep it safe…”

Then he was out again, and Felicia was on her way to bring him to medical attention.

“I’d say that’s a pretty good place to start,” I said, glancing back at Valetta as Felicia and the lab assistant disappeared around the corner. “Take point, Valetta. You knew Dr. Simmons better than anyone—if there’s any messages in her notes, you’ll probably be the one who manages to pluck the signal from the noise.”

Valetta and I cleared a path through the back room while the rest of my girls went back to search the lab. Patrick might have said the terminal was the only thing to survive the attack, but he wasn’t in his right mind—besides, one of my girls might notice something.

The terminal was indeed built like a tank. “I remember using computers like these back in elementary school,” I said, clearing webbing off the desk in the corner. “Even back then, they were old.”

Valetta sat down at the desk, while I rested my arms on the back of her chair. The angle gave me a clear view to read over her shoulder—or to gaze down into her stunning cleavage. The second tempted me, but the first was our business here in the lab.

Her fingers moved across the keyboard with dexterous speed. In no time at all she’d logged in using the credentials Dr. Simmons gave her.

“You have access to her personal files?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Through your account?”

A flush spread across her cheeks. “Like I said, we used to be very close,” she murmured, brushing a lock of dark hair from her face. “Let’s see what’s been added to the research archive since the last time I was here…”

A whole hell of a lot, as it turned out. Dr. Simmons’s research files consisted of hundreds of different documents, each categorized via some arcane system that made no sense to me at all. Valetta took to it easily enough.

She flipped through document after document, her lips a tight line. “Amanda was making quite a lot of progress researching that Talisman,” she said, her tone wary.

“Oh yeah?” I leaned in closer, struggling to make heads or tails of the complicated scientific language Dr. Simmons wrote all her research documents in. “Tell me about it, Valetta. Remember, you’re part of this clan now. Mi casa es su casa.”

“I wouldn’t even think of holding anything back, my Prime,” Valetta said with a smile. “She’d been working on an idea that we came up with shortly before I disappeared—that the Talismans are capable of altering and resequencing DNA. Human, shifter—you name it.”

I nodded. “That makes sense,” I said, squinting at the screen. “You’d have to do some pretty funny things with a guy’s genetic makeup to turn a college student into a tiger or a hawk.”

“Exactly,” Valetta replied, batting her eyelashes at me before turning her attention back to the screen. Yep, I thought, she knows I’m staring at her cleavage—and she likes it. “As a biologist, such conjecture was entirely within Amanda’s wheelhouse. But it’s these recent notes that worry me…”

The more she read, the deeper Valetta frowned. I stayed quiet, allowing her to absorb the information, listening to the banter and the stomping sounds of my other harem girls as they cleaned up webbing and tried to put the laboratory back together.

Valetta’s face fell. “Oh, Amanda,” she whispered, putting a hand over her mouth. “Oh no, tell me you didn’t…”

“What?” I wanted to know—needed to. The answer to Dr. Simmons’s abduction lay in these files, and only Valetta was capable of making sense of them.

She pointed at a column of figures on the screen. “You see these numbers?” she asked, tapping the glass with a nail. “They’re raw data from an experiment Amanda ran recently—two days ago, if the time stamps on these files are correct. Are you familiar with the concept of a Faraday cage, Prime?”

Vaguely, I thought. “That’s a thing that blocks out electrical interference,” I said, “along with cell phone signals and wi-fi. Like a big metal cage, right?”

“Close enough,” Valetta said, her voice taking on an excited tone. “Amanda—Dr. Simmons, I mean—placed the Talisman I gave her inside of a small Faraday cage, and ran various amounts of current through the disc. From the notes, I think she was trying to measure the Talisman’s level of interference—she suspected it might be a superconductor.”

I nodded, though half of what Valetta had said flew right over my head. “That’s a computer thing, right?”

Valetta didn’t hear me. “Look at the numbers,” she said, shaking her head. “Each one matches the amperage of the current she pumped into the cage.”

I did. They didn’t make any sense to me—they just looked like numbers. “They get bigger and bigger,” I guessed, shrugging.

Valetta laughed. “Nick, they’re ten times bigger than the amount of current she pumped into the cage. Then, later, they’re over one hundred times bigger!”

“Oh,” I said, leaning back. I couldn’t keep my damned eyes off Valetta’s breasts—girl was stacked in the absolute best of ways. “That seems… impossible?”

“It is,” she said, nodding. “The Talisman isn’t just capable of transferring energy—it amplifies it. As if it’s connected to some sort of massive energy source. One that’s accessible even while the Talisman is inside of a Faraday cage, and ought to be cut off from all outside energy sources.”

Even an ordinary guy like me knew what that meant. “It’s a limitless energy source,” I said, stunned by the revelation. “Are you saying you could figure out how to plug one of these Talismans into a power grid and use it to run a whole city?”

“A whole country,” Valetta said, shaking her head. “This is the discovery of a lifetime, Nick. No wonder Amanda did what she did next…”

I remembered the way her face had fallen when she got to Dr. Simmons’s most recent notes. “Shit. What did she do?”

Valetta’s lips formed a tight line as she shut the terminal down. “The absolute worst thing she could have done,” she said, rising from her chair. “She told someone else about it.”

The implication was clear. Someone who’d let her research slip. I wasn’t sure if Valetta suspected malice or stupidity was at play in the Atlanteans discovering what Dr. Simmons was up to, but either way—someone needed to pay.

I cracked my knuckles. “Who?”

“A member of the university’s physics department,” Valetta said without hesitation. “His name is Dr. Jacob Evans.”

The note of vehemence in Valetta’s voice didn’t go unnoticed by me. “You sound like you don’t like him very much,” I mused.

“He’s not who I would have chosen for Dr. Simmons to confide in,” she admitted. “He and I don’t get along, but I admit he’s a genius in his field. If anyone could turn those energy numbers into a working theory, or better yet a prototype, it would be Dr. Evans.”

“Sounds like we need to give this guy a visit,” I said, stepping back from the terminal. From the way Valetta talked of him, Dr. Evans sounded like kind of an asshole—but I had little doubt he knew his stuff.

A more pertinent question was this: was he the reason the Atlanteans found out about Dr. Simmons’s research? And if he was, had he just opened his mouth around the wrong person, or had he done it deliberately?

All good questions. I looked forward to finding out the answers.

A red light moved from one side of the laboratory to the other, bathing the walls in deep black shadows. “Sophie?” I asked, peering into the larger front room of the lab. “Did you girls mess with something—?”

A speaker in the ceiling exploded with a siren’s cry.

“Shit,” Valetta growled, already in motion. “That’s not lab equipment, Prime. Those are the basement’s security alarms.”

I nearly laughed. How absurd—after fighting for our lives against a horde of mutant spiders, now the alarms decided to go off? What the fuck?

“Nick!” Mira’s voice carried in from the front room, fringed with worry. “Someone’s coming down on the elevator!”

I made it to the hallway just in time to watch the doors slide open. A half-dozen guys in the navy-blue uniforms of campus security stepped into the hall, flashlights at the ready. “Fuck me…” one muttered, pointing a beam at the huge opening in the ceiling. “That’s not vandalism. What the hell came out of that vent?”

My women gathered around me, pressing back to keep from being seen. “We can’t be caught down here,” Alison whispered, giving my hand a squeeze. “If those guards see us in Dr. Simmons’s lab, they’ll think we were the ones who kidnapped her.”

I hated to admit it, but the security guards would probably jump to just that conclusion.

“Damn it,” I said, reaching for the tiger energy coursing through my bloodstream. “Alright, you girls stay back. Be ready to move.”

“Move?” Mira’s eyebrows shot to her hairline. “Nick, they’re right outside—”

“In a minute, they won’t be,” I growled, my body already taking on the aspect of the tiger. “Wait for a clear shot to the elevator and run. I’ll meet you all at Dr. Evans’s office.”

Sophie’s hands clutched at my back, her fingers gripping my fur. “Nick, wait!”

Too late. Fully in tiger form, I charged out into the hallway.

For a moment, the clutch of guards just stared at me like deer caught in the headlights of a truck. Then one of them snapped to attention and screamed.

“What the fuck!?” the closest security guard shrieked, the beam of his flashlight wiggling like a worm. “How the fuck did that thing get down here?”

“It busted through the vent!” another shouted. “Someone get the Taser!”

No you won’t, I thought, rearing back on my hind legs. Feeling more in control of my bestial nature than ever before, I tossed back my head and let out the roar to end all roars. It filled the hallway, shaking the walls and raining bits of plaster down from the ceiling as I gave full vent to the primal, animalistic being within.

The guards gave up on any thought of stopping me and ran. They disappeared into a nearby lecture hall, shoving each other out of the way in their haste to find cover.

“Run, run!” one of them screamed. “Holy shit, he’s a monster!”

Yes he is, I thought, gesturing with a paw for my girls to run. I filled the entrance of the lecture hall like a sentinel, blocking the guards’ view of the hallway while my harem raced to the elevator.

I stood there, licking my chops menacingly until long after the elevator doors dinged closed. The guards cowered behind an oversized desk that had been turned onto its side, giving each other glances like they were hoping someone else in their group would decide to be a hero.

Finally, I felt secure my girls had gotten away. I turned and raced back down the hallway, leaping into the torn, blackened vent the Spider Queen had used to enter the basement. Shouts of incredulity and relief followed me as I climbed upward into the ventilation system, leaving them behind.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. Those guys will never forget that, I thought, my paws transforming back into hands as I climbed up the ventilation shaft. By the time they got back to the rest of their group, I had no doubt their story would be embellished to hell. They’d probably tell their friends they fought a tiger off in the university’s basement—but they’d definitely remember the real story.

It didn’t take long to figure out how the Spider Queen got around in the Sciences Building. The internal ventilation system had been built on an industrial scale, the same way they did for prisons and hospitals. I had plenty of room to move, and a straight shot back to the surface.

By the time I hauled myself out of the bowels of the building, I’d gone fully human again. The Primal Talisman thrummed against my chest, each pulse filling me with superhuman strength as I made my way as close to the front of the building as I could before revealing myself. As I crawled and climbed, I thought about the research I’d discovered on Dr. Simmons’s computer.

So the Primal Talisman was a power source? It sure as hell felt like it. I wasn’t sure if you could really plug the thing into a grid and run a city off the energy, but it didn’t feel like the Talisman around my neck had any limits when it came to sheer might.

It did make me wonder about the people of Mu, though. How could they have possibly lost a war against the Atlanteans with a boon like this in their corner? They must have either made a grave tactical error, I decided, or they’d somehow been betrayed.

Maybe when I beat the shit out of Alexei Koschei, he’ll give me the whole story, I thought.

Several narrow bands of light gleamed against the interior wall of the ventilation shaft. I looked to see a vent cover high above the ground, a faint blast of cold running through its narrow openings. Air conditioning, I thought, peering through. Is this the lobby?

It was. And lucky break of lucky breaks, it was empty. The students I’d seen earlier had all hustled off to class, so no one saw me pop the vent open, slip through, and land on the lobby floor with a grunt.

The corner of the vent remained bent and open. It was too high up for me to reach—someone would just have to repair it later. It’ll probably cool the lobby down even better that way, I thought, hastening to catch up with my girls.

They all lounged out on the green, waiting for me. Sophie saw me first, and her worried expression melted away as I came walking down the steps. She leaped into my arms before the other members of my harem could react.

“Daddy,” Sophie whispered, her lips grazing my ear. “You were such a fucking savage in there! Do you have any idea how wet it made me watching you kick ass?”

I had a pretty good idea. I gave Sophie’s ass a squeeze, then set her back down on the ground, checking over the rest of my harem to make sure they were all there. Besides Felicia, who’d flown over to the hospital, all were present and accounted for.

The girls congratulated me on a job well done. Only Alison seemed to care about the security guards we’d left running for their lives below. “You didn’t have to hurt any of those people, did you?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“Just scared them shitless,” I told her, sliding my arms around both Alison and Mira’s waists. “Come on, let’s go see this Dr. Evans. Hopefully he’ll know what happened to the good doctor.”

And if he’d betrayed Dr. Simmons, I’d let Valetta work him over a few times just to soften him up.


Chapter 5

Getting to Dr. Evans’s office required us to go back into the Science Building—a thing I didn’t want to do after tripping the alarms. Fortunately, the state of emergency that reigned in the basement hadn’t spread to the rest of the complex. As we made our way through the building, a bell rang, but it was just classes letting out. Soon the hallways filled with college students, more than a few of whom gave me and my harem strange, envious looks as we hunted for the walkway to the physics side of the complex.

“Just so you know,” I told Valetta as we made our way across the second-floor bridge connecting the buildings, “I might have to beat this guy up. Are you going to have a problem with that?”

“Dr. Evans? Not in the slightest.” Valetta crossed her arms under her breasts, which made her cleavage look even better than usual. “The man’s a boor. Not to mention a bigot. The first time he walked in on Amanda and me together in the lab, you’d have thought we were inciting a riot. All we’d been doing was holding hands!”

I stopped her with a grunt. I harbored no prejudice toward her, but that didn’t mean I wanted to hear about her fooling around with people who weren’t me or my harem, either. “Good. Anything I should be warned about before we get to this guy’s office?”

Valetta shared a look with the other girls. “Only that he’s had access to Dr. Simmons’s research,” she said, spreading her hands. “If he’s put any of her ideas into practice, he might be a formidable opponent.”

Mira did a double take. “Do you really think that’s likely?”

“No.” Valetta shook her head. “Dr. Evans’s work leans heavily on the theoretical, not in practical applications. Probably why Amanda felt safe in confiding in him. I just worry that he might have powerful friends…”

Atlanteans, in other words. I’d been worrying about that, too.

Wherever Dr. Evans was in the campus hierarchy, he rated high enough to score a corner office on the top floor of the building. There was even a little lobby between the hallway and his office, with a harried-looking secretary playing a game on her phone behind a desk.

The woman glanced up as our group entered, giving a little start at the size of my entourage. “Do you have an appointment?” she asked, nudging her glasses down her face.

“Nope!” I said, pushing past her desk. There was only one other exit to the room, so I felt confident that’s where I would find Dr. Evans.

The secretary let out an offended noise and began to rise from her seat. “Hey! The professor is busy right now—no visitors allowed!”

I wasn’t listening. I couldn’t hear anything on the other side of the door, which meant Dr. Evans was probably alone. Good.

Before the secretary could stand, Mira gently pushed her back into her seat. “You really don’t want to do that,” she said with a toothy grin, putting a hand on top of the desk. “Go take a coffee break, sweetheart.”

“In fact, why don’t you take the rest of the day off?” Alison added, conjuring a flame in the palm of her hand. “You look like you need it.”

The secretary’s eyes widened with fright. Before anyone could threaten her further, she grabbed her purse and bolted out into the hallway, double-timing it away as fast as possible.

The door didn’t budge when I turned the knob, but a swift kick knocked it right open. Dr. Evans sat behind a heavy mahogany desk, startled in the middle of his lunch. The man looked like a cartoon caricature of an aged college professor—a thin, tweed-covered man with a wispy mustache and thick, Coke bottle glasses.

The only part of him that wasn’t a cliche was the Talisman he wore around his neck.

My vision flashed red. “That doesn’t belong to you,” I growled, pointing at the professor.

The rest of my harem filed in behind me, blocking the door. Dr. Evans’s expression dropped further and further as the cavalry arrived, until the man’s jaw practically lay on the desk. Suddenly his bottle of orange juice and turkey sandwich couldn’t be less important.

“W-who are you?” The professor’s voice shook like someone coming out of a long illness. “What are you doing in my office?”

Rather than answer the questions, I let the rest of my harem do the work. Girls moved aside, letting my thick locust goddess stand next to me, her dark eyes glaring down at the professor.

He made a face like a man looking at the gallows on which he’d soon be hung. “You,” he said, a tone of quiet resignation in his voice.

“Where is Amanda?” Valetta hissed, grabbing the sides of the desk. “What have they done with Dr. Simmons?”

There’s something off about this guy, I thought, watching Valetta work. Dr. Evans wasn’t what I’d expected at all—from what Valetta told me, he’d been a hale and hearty man, not this drained-looking codger sitting behind his desk. If he had access to Dr. Simmons’s research, then he knew of the power locked inside the Talisman he wore. So why didn’t he use it?

Dr. Evans spread his arms, his thick gray brows furrowing together. “I can’t tell you anything,” he said. “I want to, believe me. I know you and I had our differences, Valetta, but I always considered Dr. Simmons to be an esteemed colleague—”

Valetta slammed a fist on the desk—only her fist had transformed into a scythe as sharp as a katana, which sank deep into the wood. “Tell me,” she demanded. “Now.”

I found my eyes drawn to the accomplishments on the walls. Like most college professors, Dr. Evans kept his laundry list of degrees framed—his Master’s, his doctorate, along with several scientific accolades he’d received from different organizations.

One in particular caught my attention. It was from 2016, and showed Dr. Evans shaking hands with Neil DeGrasse Tyson at some convention. The man standing with the celebrity scientist looked to be in his mid-thirties, with a full beard and a youthful smile.

What the fuck?

I looked from the picture to the Talisman around Dr. Evans’s neck. Something clicked in my head, and I gasped.

“You need to take that off,” I blurted, cutting off whatever threats Valetta was making. “That Talisman is draining your lifeforce!”

I expected Evans to rip the thing off his neck as if it were on fire. Instead, he leaned back in his comfortable chair and let out a humorless laugh. “Of course it is,” he said, dismissing my words with a gesture. “Silly me, I thought you were one of the Atlanteans, come to express your second thoughts. But an Atlantean would recognize a thrall immediately.”

“A thrall?” Something about it reminded me of Mira’s talk of siphons back at the Crest City Zoo, but there was a menace in Dr. Evans’s words that told me whatever this arrangement might be was anything other than consensual. “What’s a thrall?”

Valetta turned to me. “This Talisman is draining Dr. Evans’s life energy,” she whispered, her face grim. “Very soon it will kill him, and he’ll no longer be able to tell anyone what he knows. Later, an Atlantean agent will take the Talisman back, and one of the True Shifters will use it to extend their lifespan.”

“Fucking monsters,” Mira growled, unable to contain her disgust.

I shook my head. I didn’t have time to sit around and chew the fat, not with the Talisman working against me. “Tell me where they took Amanda Simmons,” I said, fixing Dr. Evans with every ounce of command a Prime could control.

Fear flashed in his eyes. “I don’t know,” he said, lifting his hands. His knuckles were gnarled, the backs of his palm covered in wrinkles. “They wouldn’t tell me a thing like that.”

“Who’s they?” I demanded. “Who are you working for?”

The fear in Dr. Evans’s countenance deepened. “You can’t stop them, you know. No one can. Whoever you are, your best bet is to ally with them. Make an overture to them before the Unveiling. Once that’s over, this world will be theirs. They’ll have no reason to make deals then…”

“Shut up,” I growled, slamming a fist on the desktop. “I’m not going to ally with the Atlanteans. I’m going to kill the fuckers. Now tell me what I need to know!”

Dr. Evans did a double take. He looked at me as if he were truly seeing me for the first time, rather than his preconceived notions of the doom coming for him.

“Who are you?” he asked, the shock cutting through the fear for the first time in this conversation. “You’re not one of the Atlanteans.”

“I’m not,” I agreed.

Evans’s bottom lip trembled. “Who, then?”

I arched an eyebrow. “I’m the fucking Prime.”

Dr. Evans didn’t reply for a long moment. He stared down at the surface of his desk as if thinking.

That’s when I noticed the blocky pager sitting on a corner of the desk—and realized that’s what Dr. Evans was staring at.

I hadn’t seen a pager in a decade. If Dr. Evans had one, there could be only one group of people waiting for him on the other side.

The professor glanced up at me, seeing that I’d noticed. With a speed that seemed impossible from a man as drained as he was, he shot to the side and grasped for the pager.

I was faster. I lunged at Dr. Evans, using his flinch to my advantage. He probably thought I’d slash him up a bit to keep him from contacting his bosses, or maybe grab the pager so he couldn’t use it.

I did neither. Instead, I reached for the leather cord around Dr. Evans’s neck, seizing it at the same moment his fingertips touched the pager.

I ripped the Talisman off the man’s neck, taking it for my own.

Dr. Evans let out a surprised gasp and reached for his throat.

His wrinkles grew deeper, darker, the crinkles becoming craters, tears. He clutched his throat, his skin the color of concrete, his expression frozen in fear.

Then he collapsed into a pile of ashes.

I stood there, stunned. It had happened so fast that I’d almost thought I’d imagined it—that he’d just disappeared somehow, using some hidden power I didn’t know about. But the pile of dust on the desk told me no such thing had happened. Dr. Evans had shriveled up like a slug covered in salt, dissolving into a little pile of ashes.

Mira shot backward, barely able to avoid the cloud of dust. “Fuck, Nick! What the hell did you do that for?”

The Talisman hung from my fingers, swaying back and forth over the remains of Dr. Evans. “I thought it would save him,” I said, my chest clenching. “That if I ripped off the Talisman, he wouldn’t be a thrall any longer. That maybe he’d come back to himself and help us, instead of selling us off to his bosses.”

Valetta’s hand caressed my shoulder. “It doesn’t work that way,” she said, watching the pile of ashes blow away with a disappointed expression. “What you did was still a mercy, my Prime. The death Dr. Evans would have received at the hand of his Talisman would have been extremely painful.”

“Noted,” I said, tucking the looted Talisman away. I made sure to put it in a different pocket than the clutch of them I’d taken off Dr. Ahriman’s body—just in case any other nasty tricks lurked within that stone disc. “Ripping off a Talisman to save a thrall just kills them. I’ll remember that.”

As we stepped back into the hallway, a figure rushed toward us. Apparently, Dr. Evans’s secretary was possessed of more loyalty than I’d expected, because rather than run at her earliest opportunity she’d hung around.

The woman tapped a heel against the tile as she stood before me. “I’ve called security,” she said, though the tone of her voice told me she hadn’t yet gotten up the nerve. “They’ll be here any minute.”

“Don’t bother—we’re leaving.” I wrapped my arms around Alison and Sophie, watching with glee as both co-eds stuck out their tongues at the secretary. “Your boss is probably going to need a little time to himself. Don’t bother him for the rest of the day.”

That’ll give us some time to get away, I thought. This secretary was loyal, but not that loyal.

Apparently she’d been thinking the same thing, as well. “I ought to just take off for the day, the way you said,” she said after a moment, casting a sidelong glance at the door. “I’m sure Dr. Evans will call me in early tomorrow to clean up the mess…”

“Something tells me he’ll let you sleep in,” I said, walking off before she could ask any more uncomfortable questions. As long as no one came in looking for Dr. Evans for a while, we’d be safe.

My women followed me down the hall, watching me with worried glances as I made my way back to the elevator. “What do we do now, Nick?” Mira asked, her hands on her hips. “Our one lead just went up in smoke—literally.”

I flashed the group of women a grin. “Not quite,” I said, pulling the small black pager from my pocket. I’d slipped it in there shortly after Dr. Evans went to pieces. “Let’s get back to the hideout and take this thing apart. I’d wager whoever our dearly departed doctor was in contact with has their information buried somewhere in this thing’s memory.”

As the elevator doors opened, Valetta stepped forward. A grim intensity filled her face, leaving her looking more beautiful than ever before.

“That is a good idea, my Prime,” she said, accompanying me into the elevator before the rest of my women. “And once we return to our quarters, I believe there is some unfinished business you and I need to take care of.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

A naughty grin spread across her face. “It’s past time we consummated my role within the clan,” she said, slipping an arm around my waist. “A trip to the bedroom is long overdue, my Prime—and after watching the way you faced off against those spiders, I must confess I absolutely ache to be claimed…”

Well, now. That’s just what I wanted to hear.

“What are we waiting for?” I asked, grinning. “A little R & R sounds like exactly what we need.”

And hopefully, by the time I’d finished banging Valetta’s brains out, the rest of my team would have a new lead for us to follow.


Chapter 6

“This place is a dump,” I said, kicking an empty beer bottle out of the way of the door. “Would it kill one of you to take one for the team and clean up around here?”

From the looks on the faces of my harem as we returned to Mira’s hideaway beneath the Crest City Zoo, it just might. Each of the women looked at a different member of the team, as if they’d been the one assigned to clean up duty that week.

“We should establish a schedule,” Felicia said. She had dropped Dr. Simmons’s assistant off at the hospital and come back to the Zoo with us. He’d been touch and go for a while, according to Felicia, but the doctors were confident he’d make a full recovery—despite having been minutes away from death.

I’d saved a life. That was properly heroic, but I didn’t feel like much of a hero—instead, I just felt frustrated that Dr. Simmons’s assistant hadn’t been able to tell us more about his boss’s whereabouts. We had the pager, and we had the odd Talisman I’d ripped from the doctor’s neck. Odds were good we could pick up at least one clue from the two items, yet I couldn’t help but feel like some more of the Spider Queen’s webbing had been thrown on our path to the truth.

At least Valetta was smoking hot. Ever since her declaration, she had been all over me. No one had dared challenge her seat next to me in the car—she’d sat in my lap, guiding my hands all over her ample breasts and round ass as we drove back to the zoo. By the time we got to the apartment, I was so hard it hurt.

But I had to be smart about things. The last time I’d bedded a shifter, I nearly lost my mind.

“Make sure that door is locked,” I grunted, gesturing for Sophie to double check. “Two of you stand guard as well. If you see me trying to run out of here looking like the Nick version of a locust, tackle me and don’t let me go…”

Mira smiled at the mental image. “We will,” she assured, “but you’ll be fine. You know what you’re getting into this time—and knowing is half the battle.”

I wasn’t so sure. My first sexual experience with Felicia the hawk shifter had been amazing, but as her primal energy mingled with mine in the heat of our mutual orgasms, I’d learned that my first experience with a new species of animal tended to be a bit… overwhelming.

To put it plainly—right after nutting inside Felicia, I turned into a hawk and flew away.

I’d temporarily forgotten I was a human being—all I’d thought about was the sharp night air and the thrill of the hunt. According to Mira, this was a thing with Primes throughout history—their first contact with a new animal species was almost like an internal battle.

I hoped I’d grown strong enough to handle the locust. Part of me worried how it would coexist with the hawk and tiger inside of me.

One glance at Valetta, however, and I pretty much forgot all my worries. She was stacked, built like a fertility goddess played in a TV movie by Christina Hendricks. It didn’t help that she’d been discarding clothes the whole way back to the zoo, and now sat on Mira’s couch in little more than a corset and panties.

The rest of my women sensed the sexual tension between the two of us. It filled the room like smoke—the kind of smoke you encountered at a Dave Matthews Band concert. Knowing glances and horny little sighs were the order of the day; even more so after Mira passed out drinks and my girls started watching the news to see if any of the day’s events managed to slip through the Atlantean’s media net.

I looked at Valetta, and she looked at me. No time like the present, I thought with a rakish grin, feeling like the luckiest son of a bitch in the world. No matter how many times I took a new mate to bed, it never lost its appeal.

I sighed and stretched, putting on a bit of a show. Mira snorted, and Felicia rolled her eyes as she flipped from one twenty-four-hour news network to another.

“Man, I’m beat,” I said, barely able to hold back my laughter. “I know it’s early, girls, but I’m thinking about turning in.” I reached out a hand to Valetta. “Care to join me?”

Before she could respond, Mira spoke up. “Take my bedroom,” she said, nodding at a closed door in the corner of the living room. “You two deserve to have some one-on-one time, and I’ll just crash on the couch later. All my toys are in the bottom drawer of the nightstand—except for the restraints. Those are underneath the bed.”

“Restraints?” Valetta looked like she’d just heard great news.

“I don’t know that we’ll need all those,” I said, looking Valetta’s body up and down with a frankness that would have startled the old Nick. “But keep an ear out. You might hear something fun.”

Mira took a sip of her beer and grinned. “Will do. If we see any sign of Dr. Simmons on the news, we’ll let you know.”

That settled that. Taking Valetta by the hand, I led her away from the party in progress and headed for the bedroom. Behind me, I heard my women taking bets on how long it would take Valetta to come, and how many times we’d fuck before I finally passed out. Not long and a hell of a lot seemed to be the safe wagers.

I grabbed a couple of beers on the way and handed one to Valetta as I closed the door behind us. Now the gorgeous shifter and I were alone, the only sounds were the muffled noise of the TV and my other women’s conversation. Just me and her, at long last.

Valetta looked ready to go, but there was also a strange wariness in her eyes, as if the events of the day had left her rattled. I wanted the girl to bring all her faculties to play in the bedroom, so I decided to take things slow. Let them bet on THAT, I thought, glancing back at the doorway.

I took a long swig of beer and sat down on the bed, unlacing my boots. “How are you holding up?” I asked, my eyes lingering on her epic breasts and the barely-there gap between her thick thighs.

Valetta swallowed hard. My suspicions were on the mark. “I’m alright.” She sat next to me on the bed and started undoing the laces on my other boot, helping me remove it faster. “I don’t like not knowing what the Atlanteans have done with Amanda, but I trust you’ll do everything you can to help. You are my Prime, after all—I’d trust you with my life, Nick.”

The compliment warmed my heart. Sometimes I forgot just how deep the bond linking the Prime and his mates went. Every one of my women were closer to me than a wife is to her husband—even if we didn’t always get to spend as much time together as we’d like.

“You’re really worried about her,” I said, brushing a lock of raven-black hair out of her face. Valetta had a gorgeous, pale complexion that matched her dark eyes and hair perfectly—she reminded me a little of some of the goth girls I’d lusted over back in my Suicide Girls days. Only those models could never have held a candle to her.

I would’ve liked to have seen her covered in tattoos and piercings, though. Maybe some other time.

Valetta nodded, pulling me away from my fantasy. “I am,” she said, slipping off my other boot and setting the pair beneath the bed. I liked the way she looked after me, in a way that felt almost wifely. It formed one hell of a contrast with Sophie’s wild brat routine or Mira’s love of fuck-and-dash morning sex before her shifts as a zookeeper. “I’m sure you’ve already figured out how close we once were—though I swear to you, you and your women are the only ones for me—”

“I’m not worried about that,” I assured. In truth, I’d more or less already made up my mind to add Dr. Simmons to the harem, once we found her and rescued her from whatever hellhole the Atlanteans had tossed her into. A keen scientific mind like hers could be exactly what our team needed to unlock the secrets of the Talismans.

And if a beauty like Valetta thought so highly of Amanda Simmons, then she must be attractive and skilled enough to become one of my mates.

“I know you’re not,” Valetta said with a small smile. “You’re a much better Master than I deserve, sir. I’ve been a wicked, evil woman. I followed the dictates of the Atlanteans—I allowed that monster Alexei Koschei to turn me into an abomination…”

“I don’t want to hear words like that from you again,” I said, putting the force of command behind the statement. As if using her jaw for punctuation, Valetta’s teeth snapped shut. “You thought you were signing up for a good job with a good clan. You’re not to blame for Koschei’s crimes—you weren’t even in control of yourself when you committed them. You were an animal, Valetta. But you’re more than an animal now, aren’t you?”

She nodded, her eyes shining. “Parts of me are still as animalistic as can be,” she whispered, her voice like sex and smoke.

I leaned back on the bed, gesturing for her to come closer. “Show me.”

Valetta’s lips parted as she embraced me, her body grinding against mine. She was on the verge of kissing me when she suddenly pulled back, her expression nervous.

“Promise me something,” she whispered, her voice crackling with heat.

I don’t like being ordered around by my women, but there was something so sweet in the way Valetta phrased her request that I felt amused by hearing her out, the way I did when Sophie was being especially bratty for me.

“What?”

“I want you to find Amanda,” Valetta said, putting a hand on my chest, “and when you do, I want you to tear out the hearts of the men who stole her and eat them.”

Damn. This woman really was a whole new level of fierce.

“I’d love to,” I said. “Believe me, I’ll do everything I can, I promise.”

Valetta nibbled her bottom lip. “I can’t do much right now to help,” she said, shifting beneath the covers as we got closer. “My hands are tied.”

“Not yet they’re not,” I said with a smile.

Valetta kicked me beneath the sheets. “But there’s one thing I can do, my Prime. My Master.”

Fuck. That word did things to me, in as deep and as primal a fashion as the word ‘Daddy’ did when it spilled from Sophie’s lips.

“What’s that, sweetheart?” I growled, my hand cupping Valetta’s luscious ass through the thin fabric of her panties.

“I can make you stronger,” she said, batting her eyelashes at me. “Give you another form to command.”

“But that’s not really what this is about, is it?” I said, staring deep into her eyes. My finger grazed her lips, and with a whimper, Valetta sucked it into her mouth, taking the digit all the way to the back of her throat. It was like a sneak preview of what she could do.

She pulled off my finger with a little gasp, shocked at her own boldness. “No,” she admitted, her voice whining with need. “It isn’t.”

I pulled her to me and kissed her.

The two of us rolled beneath the covers as Valetta melted against me. One moment I was on top of her—the next, her thighs straddled me as my shoulder blades hit one of the pillows next to the headboard. Valetta put her arms on my shoulders, pinning me down as she worked her hips in a tight circle around the swelling bulge in my boxers.

“Fuck, you’re so big,” she panted, her eyes going wide with delight. “Your other women told me about your size, but hearing about it and feeling it are two different things.”

With a grin, I grabbed her ass and ground her against me harder. Only two thin bits of fabric—her panties and my boxers—kept the crown of my cock away from her soft, dripping wet pussy.

Valetta let out a low groan and arched her back, thrusting her tits in my face as her legs trembled.

“Take that thing off,” I said, nodding at her corset. “Slowly. I want to see those tits.”

Valetta grinned like she knew I’d been waiting to say those words since the moment I met her. “Mmh yes, my Prime. These are what you’ve been wanting to see, aren’t they? I know every man who looks at me pictures sucking on these incredible titties—”

Smack! My hand swatted her ass in an upward slap, jiggling her flesh. Valetta released a scream of mingled pain and pleasure, her thighs clenching with desire.

“I don’t want to hear about every man,” I said, something dark sliding into my primal nature. “I’m alright with you playing with other girls, as long as I’m there to play, too. But as far as you’re concerned, I’m the only fucking man in the world. Understand?”

Valetta took to the suggestion as naturally as a concubine. “Of course,” she purred, reaching for my boxers and tugging them down. “What other man could compare with you, my Prime? Best not to speak of them—better still not to even think of them!”

My fingers tangled in her long, dark locks. “That’s a good girl,” I said, my cock grinding against the smoothness of her inner thigh. I felt precum there, and knew that she knew exactly how bad my throbbing, leaking rod needed to be buried inside of her. “Now show me those breasts, Valetta. Show me my breasts.”

She leaned back, shifting her center of gravity as her fingers teased the knots holding her top closed along her back. One after another they slipped free, the fabric and wire falling from her torso to reveal a beautiful, pale pair of heavy breasts. If Valetta weren’t so obscenely gifted, those breasts would have sagged—as it was, they appeared to defy the very gravity of the Earth. I took one look at her amazing rack and my thoughts turned to putty. I was a caveman beneath her, grunting and groaning. I wanted to bury my face in her cleavage and motorboat her all night long.

Instead, Valetta grabbed one of her breasts and guided a stiff nipple to my mouth. My lips closed on it, and the pleasure that coursed through her as I sucked and licked her sensitive orbs made my cock shoot more precum all over her thighs and panties.

Fuck! I risked a glance down. Valetta was utterly soaked between her legs—between me grinding against her and her natural juices, she dripped like a faucet.

I moved to reach for them, unveiling her no-doubt perfect little pussy, but Valetta had other plans in mind. Leave it to a beauty like her to understand her assets even better than her Master.

“Mmh, I think you want more than just a suck on these tits,” she whimpered, sliding down my body.

We made out hot and heavy, the shifter planting a trail of kisses down my neck and chest until her ample breasts straddled my lap. I could tell what she was going to do—and my cock throbbed at the idea. Just the touch of her soft tits against me nearly made me come apart.

“Your mate Mira said she had some fun toys in that drawer,” Valetta whispered, pulling her long black hair back into a neat ponytail. “Does she have anything I can coat these in for you? Oil up these titties just for you, Master?”

Oh fuck. “Yeah,” I rasped, my throat dry. “Yeah, it’s in the bottom there.”

With a knowing snicker, Valetta slid to the side of the bed and opened the bottom drawer of the nightstand. She fished around in it for a few moments, oohing and aahing at the impressive arrangement of accessories Mira kept for her pleasure and mine. Finally, she came up with the treasure she’d been seeking —a small, clear bottle of body oil, marked with the silhouette of a stripper.

“Perfect,” she purred, popping the top and aiming it at her breasts.

Valetta moaned as she squirted the oil all over the tops of her cleavage, then rubbed it into the space between her breasts. In no time at all, her chest gleamed, her mounds shining and dripping with the slick oil.

“You want to fuck my titties?” Valetta asked, any pretense of shame or hesitation gone from her face. She knew what she wanted now—and more importantly, she knew what she was. Mine. My clan member, my partner—my mate.

“I want to fuck every part of you,” I said, meaning it from the bottom of my heart. “I want to taste the sweat on every inch of your skin, Valetta. I want to claim you in every way a man can claim a woman, then put my heirs inside you and mark you forever…”

“What a coincidence,” Valetta said with that Mona Lisa smile. She grabbed the base of my cock and gently pushed the head between her tits while laying across the foot of the bed. Poised like that, she looked like a porn star getting ready to shoot a scene.

I could barely put words together.

“Coincidence?” I managed, the four syllables sounding like a foreign tongue.

“Yes,” Valetta giggled, clucking her tongue. “Because that’s exactly what I want too, Master.”

With that, she wrapped her oiled-up tits around my cock.

Holy fuck! I was in heaven. Valetta’s breasts were so big and soft, and they fit perfectly around me as she rocked herself up and down around my shaft. The oil made everything slick and slippery, so that thrusting between her huge tits felt every bit as good as pounding her tight pussy would. Plus, there was the incredible visual of them bouncing up and down.

To add to the pleasure, Valetta’s long tongue snaked out of her mouth, touching that sensitive spot on the underside of my crown each time it thrust up from the deepness of her cleavage. The heat and the friction of her tits around me felt incredible, and adding her glossy lips and tongue into the bargain left me weak, barely able to keep myself from busting all over her oil-soaked orbs.

But that was the thing. Valetta didn’t want me to hold back.

“Fuck, that looks like so much fun!” she gasped, watching my thick cock disappear and reappear between her knockers like a fucking magic trick. “Oh, I bet that feels so good, Master! I can feel your balls bouncing against the undersides of my tits—they’re so big and swollen, full with all that hot, nasty cum! Don’t you want to just shoot that all over me, Prime? Will you unload all over my titties—drain your balls on my face and breasts?”

How could I fucking not?

Suddenly my self-control felt like it had fled the building. My hips bucked upward, no longer passively receiving Valetta’s titfucking but pounding her breasts, thrusting between them with enough force to leave bruises. Somehow, I knew Valetta wouldn’t mind our sex leaving marks—if anything, she’d probably show them off around the apartment, letting the other harem girls know exactly what a shameless slut she’d been for me.

The thought of it sent me right to the edge. My cock jerked and spasmed inside of Valetta’s cleavage, and I squeezed her tits together with my thighs as I fucked her chest, the pleasure growing unbearable.

This was exactly what the beautiful shifter wanted. “Come for me,” she begged, sticking out her long tongue and making a perfect little ‘o’ with her pouty, glossy lips. “Come all over my face, Master! Gimme that cum—spray it all over me! Don’t hold back, just shoot that load all over your newest whore!”

One more hard thrust and I came apart. The pleasure reached the point where I could no longer hold it back, my hips losing their rhythm as orgasm washed over me with its bliss and relief. My ass left the bed as my cock thrust against the hollow of Valetta’s throat, every muscle taut and quivering as I shot my load.

Thick, hot ropes of cum sprayed everywhere. Valetta’s tits, her face, her raven-black hair—none of it was spared. I kept on shooting and shooting, until it felt like a whole gallon of liquid lava had drained from my swollen, pulsing balls. Valetta laughed, looking up at me proudly like a marathon runner who’d just crossed the finish line. She swallowed the jets of seed that ended up in her mouth, then latched her lips around the head of my cock as the flow began to ebb, drinking me dry.

Fuck, what a mess, I thought as I came down from my peak. Most of my load had wound up in Valetta’s mouth, but there was just so much of it! I’d creamed all over her breasts, her neck and all in her hair. Ropes of sticky come coated her eyebrows, dripped down her nipples, mingled with the oil covering her tits to leave her looking like a greased-up porn bimbo. Most shocking was what I’d done to the bed. I’d shot all over the comforter, some of my seed even ending up on the wooden headboard.

“Mira’s going to kill me,” I whispered, my eyes going wide at the sight of my handiwork. It looked as if a whole football team had taken turns draining their balls all over Valetta —but it was just me.

The Prime.

Valetta squeezed her tits together, giggling as she licked the tops of her cleavage. “I’m tempted to walk right back out into the living room looking just like this,” she purred, her eyes dancing with wicked mirth. “Let all your girls see what you did to me —and let them take turns cleaning me up…”

The idea was insanely hot—there was just one problem. I still wanted to fuck Valetta. Needed it, in fact, the way desert plants need the thin trickle of water from between the cleft of a cliff face.

Valetta could tell, too. She hooked her thumbs in her panties and tugged the fabric down, exposing the soft, shaved swelling of her mound. Her slit shined with juice, the swollen nub of her clit visible at the top. Valetta was so turned on from giving me her breasts and letting me use her as a target for my load that I couldn’t believe how deep her inner slut ran.

“How do you want me, Master?” she purred, every bit as submissive as I’d hoped. “I’m yours—command me, and I will obey!”

Would she, now? That sounded like fun. My gaze traveled from her semen-covered tits to her round, gorgeous ass. I’d enjoyed the former, now maybe it was time to admire the latter.

With a savage grin, I balled up Valetta’s panties and shoved them in her mouth. The taste of her and my juices together made her pussy clench with need, her eyes rolling back in her head as she tasted the filthy mixture of our lusts. She bit down on the fabric, giggling like she couldn’t believe what a dirty girl she was being.

I could hardly believe it, either.

“Up against the headboard,” I grunted, reaching beneath the bed. “I want to take you from behind, Valetta. That ass looks too good to pass up.”

Valetta wiggled it, showing it off for me. “Of course, Master,” she said after she spat out the underwear. “If I may be so bold, what are you getting from beneath the bed?”

I came up with one of my favorite toys—the pair of handcuffs I’d taken off Officer Diaz. I hadn’t forgotten about the gorgeous Latina traffic cop or my promise to show her how a real man used a woman. I just hadn’t had time to make that date yet.

“Hands behind your back,” I said with a savage smirk, closing the metal until it bit into Valetta’s wrist. That had to hurt, but she seemed to like it. “Right now. Do as your Prime commands you.”

Valetta crossed her wrists, going into a kneeling position where her big ass sat on top of her slender feet. She looked like a concubine in a sultan’s harem—at least until I closed the all too modern handcuffs around her wrists. She gave them an experimental twist, satisfied that she was well and truly under my power, then a flush rose to her face.

“Thank you, Master,” Valetta purred, sounding more grateful than any woman I’d ever heard. “This was exactly what I needed tonight. To stop worrying, stop thinking so much and just let you rule every part of my life.”

I grinned. That sounded great to me.

“Spread those legs for me,” I commanded, grinding a knee against her pussy from behind.

Valetta spread for me, her bare slit shining with juice just beneath the tight little pucker of her asshole. Both holes called out to me, but tonight I wanted to seal the deal with the most ancient way a man could own a woman. Every molecule in my body knew what that meant —shooting my unprotected load deep into Valetta’s pussy, filling her womb with as much seed as I’d sprayed all over her.

“That’s a good girl,” I said, giving her ass another spank. “Yeah, I think you’ve earned another toy or two to play with. Here, I have just the thing.”

Now it was my turn to reach for Mira’s special drawer of toys. While Valetta leaned against the headboard, her burning cheek pressed against the wall, I rummaged around in the drawer and came up with two of Mira’s favorites.

Valetta’s eyes widened when she saw them. “You’re going to use both of those on me?” she whimpered, her voice thick with fear and desire.

I was.

I took up a place behind her, flashing the slender riding crop I’d pulled from Mira’s special cabinet of wonders. “Spread for me wider,” I commanded, giving her ass cheek a swat with the leather tip. Valetta groaned and obeyed, her pussy quivering as juice dripped from her needy slit. The pale flesh of her behind reddened with each strike, welts rising from her ass as I took control of the situation.

The bottle of oil Valetta used to make her tits glisten lay on the bedspread. I grabbed it and coated the second item in the fluid, getting it ready for insertion.

It was a black buttplug, the same shade as Valetta’s long hair. It flared like a spade, the base a wide circle with a fake diamond affixed to the bottom. Once it was inside Valetta’s most private opening, only that sparkling jewel would be visible.

“I’m going to put this inside you,” I grunted, pressing the tip against Valetta’s tight pucker. “Then I’m going to fuck your brains out while you wear it for me.”

Valetta whimpered and shook her hips, her ass grinding against the iron girder of my cock. “Fuck, that’s so degrading,” she panted, struggling feebly in her handcuffs. “But it’s what I deserve, my Prime. I’ve been such a bad girl.”

Thwak! The riding crop came down again, hitting a spot where a raised welt already rose from Valetta’s pale rear. She arched her back and screamed with mingled pain and pleasure, the plug pushing against her tightest opening.

“A bad girl?” I asked, my lips against her ear. “Because of Amanda?”

Valetta shook her head. “I tried to kill you, my Prime. Several times. I raised my hand against you, and you’d have every right to have me executed for that kind of disobedience. You could kill me right now, and not a single person would speak a word against you.”

I found that hard to believe—especially with how quickly my harem had taken to Valetta.

“That’s in the past,” I said, teasing her most private opening with the toy. “It all happened before you were one of my mates.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Valetta groaned, pushing herself back on me. “You own my past, my present, and my future. I’m responsible to you for everything I’ve ever done. Which means you get to punish me for it…”

The plug wiggled deeper into Valetta’s soft, silky hole. A groan spilled from her lips as the toy stretched her back door, the walls of her ass forced around the shining bulk of the plug.

As it reached its full diameter, Valetta gasped—then it sank in right to the base. She whimpered with relief, shaking her round booty back and forth with amazement as the toy wiggled within her.

“Oh wow, it’s all the way in,” she purred. I could tell she wanted to spread those cheeks with her hands, but as her wrists were currently bound in Officer Diaz’s handcuffs, she couldn’t. “Fuck, it feels so filthy inside of me, Prime. I’m such a whore for you…”

Yes, she most certainly was. And it was long past time to claim her.

My riding crop came down on her ass again and again, her pussy gushing with the mixture of pleasure and pain. Her tight pucker quivered around the plug inside of her, the diamond sparkling between her cheeks as I aimed the head of my cock at the slit beneath.

With her hands bound behind her back, Valetta was totally at my command. I could do anything I wanted to her—continue spanking her fat ass and perfect tits, thrust myself deep into her, or turn her around and use her mouth until I painted her face the same way I’d done to her breasts. The possibilities felt endless.

Yet I knew in my heart there was only one choice. Slowly, like a lion stalking its prey, I pushed the swollen crown of my cock into Valetta’s wet, needy slit.

The combination of the plug’s pressure and my cock’s insistent push into her drove her wild. Valetta’s breasts flattened against the bedroom wall as she moaned, grinding herself back on me to get the fullness of my length inside her. I continued to tease, running the tip of my cock over her clit until the poor woman was beside herself with need.

I heard cheering coming from the other side of the wall. In my need to possess Valetta, I’d almost forgotten we had an audience—and that they were more than enthusiastic about listening to their friend get pounded. The rest of my girls shouted lewd suggestions from the living room, giggling and laughing like sorority sisters as I thrust deep into their newest member’s pussy.

I tossed back my head and roared as I bottomed out inside of Valetta. Her pussy was everything I’d imagined and more, so tight and perfect that my hips moved without thought to experience more of her. My hips thrust at different angles, wanting to feel every inch of her womanly tightness as I filled her.

Valetta, meanwhile, was losing her fucking mind.

“Master! Oh yes, Master—savage me! Don’t be kind to me, I don’t deserve it! Leave bruises all over me so the other girls can see what a monster I am!”

From behind, I could watch my cock pump inside Valetta like a piston, the diamond on the end of the plug inside of her ass shining each time it hit the light. I grinned and fucked her harder, my balls slapping against the backs of her thighs.

They could hear how hard I was fucking her, and from the way Valetta groaned as I filled her pussy and her ass at the same time, any one of them would have changed places with the voluptuous locust shifter in an instant. Or gladly come in and helped me finish her off.

That would come later. In due time, Valetta would completely integrate with my harem, treating them like sister wives. For now, what happened in this bedroom lay completely between her and me.

And our eager, devoted audience.

“Oh shit, that’s too good,” I rasped, losing my rhythm as my cock jerked inside of Valetta’s soft, slick ridges. The muscles of her sex clenched around me like a vice as she felt me losing control, her own body pushing right to the peak as mine prepared to unload inside of her. “Fuck, I’m done. Oh hell, Valetta, I’m going to cum!”

She rocked back on her heels when she heard that, her hands dropping low enough to squeeze my balls. Even with her wrists fucking handcuffed behind her back, she’d take any amount of pain or discomfort in order to give me pleasure.

“Come for me,” she begged. “Pump me full! I want it, I need it, I can’t live without it!”

My testicles swelled, the primal power of the tiger and the clean fury of the hawk twining together around my spine, forming a highway directly from my brain to my balls.

“Yeah! Fuck yeah, slut, here it comes!”

I buried my cock as hard and deep inside of Valetta as I could, my muscles freezing at maximum exertion as I hit the peak. The shifter went over the edge right along with me, her walls sucking my cock inward as the first hot jet of seed sprayed deep into her tight, spasming channel. The two of us came as one, my face buried in the side of Valetta’s neck as I unloaded inside of her.

Thick, hot ropes of seed sprayed from my balls, splashing against Valetta’s velvet interior like a fucking fire hose. At the first hot gush, her walls gripped me like a second skin, grinding around my still-spurting cock hard enough to throw sparks. I watched her shudder and moan, the word Master spilling from her lips a dozen times as only the whites of her eyes showed.

The other women of my harem, now well and truly drunk in the living room, began to applaud. Well shit, we really DO have an appreciative audience, I thought, each rapid beat of my heart bringing another surge of pleasure and another spurt of cum. Maybe they’ve been good enough to deserve an encore…

I felt something strange happening. My vision shimmered and distorted, even as the pleasure coursed through my cock, and the world split into a kaleidoscope of different angles. A half-dozen naked Valetta’s writhed beneath me, groaning through the throes of their orgasms.

I’m changing, I thought, coming down from my peak. As the pleasure ebbed, the flow of energy between my body and Valetta’s moved to the forefront—the same spark that had passed between me, Mira, and Felicia the first time we’d made love. Shit shit shit…

Valetta noticed. Even through her passion, it was clear she’d prepped for this. “I’m right here, Master,” she groaned, struggling with renewed vigor against Officer Diaz’s cuffs. “And your women are right outside this room. No one’s going to let anything happen to you—”

Valetta screamed. Without thinking, I’d brought my hand down between her wrists. It felt like some primal impulse compelled me, making me strike without forethought or planning. My hand hit the chain connecting her cuffs, shattering it in a spray of metal links.

No hand lay at the end of my wrist. My arm had transformed into a silvery scythe all the way up to the elbow. Plates of chitinous armor covered my forearm, exactly like the protection Valetta sported the last time we’d fought.

No! I pushed the thought into my core, begging the energy of the tiger and the hawk to help me. I can’t change into that thing—I won’t be able to control myself. I might hurt a member of my harem…

The thought of doing harm to one of my girls was as painful to me as thoughts of betrayal would be to them. I couldn’t let that happen. Everything inside of me rebelled against it.

More armored plates sprang to life on my arms. The fingers of my other hand began to elongate, melting together to form a knife the size of a javelin…

And then Valetta’s arms were around me.

“You won,” she whispered into my ear. “You beat me, Master. You’ve proved that you’re stronger than the Locust.” She stared into my eyes, the darkness inside of her gaze flashing. “Now show that motherfucker who’s boss!”

Valetta was right. I could control it. I pushed back with mental fists against the Locust within me, beating it down into submission. My hands went back to normal, and the chastened creature inside my chest took up an uneasy place next to the Tiger and the Hawk. The Locust sat on me a bit oddly, like a meal that hadn’t quite agreed with me.

It must have shown on my face. “The Locust will take some time to digest,” she explained, looking with pride at my now-human fingers. “Its energy is… different from what most shifters experience. Until you bond with it more fully, you may find it difficult to use that aspect of your powers.”

That felt alright with me. The Locust still gave me chills, and the vicious fights I’d had with Valetta were too fresh in my mind. The wound hadn’t completely healed. Yet I could tell that when it did, it could very well become the most powerful tool in my repertoire—like the Blue Beetle.

Before I could tell Valetta any of this, the bedroom door slammed open. Three of my girls fell over each other, toppling onto the carpet in a tangle of bodies. They’d all been listening at the keyhole, and the sudden appearance of the Locust startled them into motion.

“Nick!” Mira recovered first, rising into an almost feline crouch. “You’re okay!”

“We thought you’d carved Valetta up,” Sophie said, her voice fringed with worry.

“Bugged out, in other words,” Alison added with a grin. “Like you did when you took on the form of the hawk.”

I looked down at my hands, still half expecting them to transform into scythes at any moment.

“Fucking badass,” I said, turning my fingers this way and that. “For a minute there, I felt so powerful…”

Sophie was the last to make it back to her feet. She took one look at the sweaty, freshly-fucked form of Valetta and gave me the most jealous look I’d ever seen.

“I would’ve thought you’d have felt powerful while you were behind her,” Sophie said, leaning over to take in the impressive sight of Valetta’s buttocks. “Holy shit, did you put that buttplug in her before you fucked her? We heard her groaning, but we figured you were just teasing her with your fingers or something.”

Their shocked looks made me grin like an idiot.

“Take a look for yourself,” I said, turning Valetta so the whole harem could see. “If anyone doubted Valetta is completely one of us, well—the proof’s right here. And for the record, Val, I forgive you for everything you might have done to us in the past. The future is all that matters—and you were right about one thing.”

Her brows furrowed together, her ass clenching around the plug while my harem watched. “What’s that, Master?”

I laughed. “Your future belongs to me. Now everybody get in this bed—I want to have some fun before I pass out.”

My harem girls looked like I’d just declared an early Christmas. They stripped off each other’s clothing, climbing into the bed like underwear models striking a pose as they prepared for the naughtiness to come.

It’s good to be the Prime, I thought, giving both Sophie and Alison’s asses a swat with my riding crop. And pretty soon, we’re going to be adding the good Doctor Simmons to the harem as well. Won’t Valetta like that?


Chapter 7

We didn’t add Doctor Simmons to the harem the next day. Or the day after, for that matter.

I’m not sure what happened. We had the pager, and we had the Talisman that Dr. Evans looted from Simmons before her untimely disappearance. We should have been able to glean some energy signature from it, or get data off the pager that could point us in the direction of the missing academic. Instead, we had fuck all. Sophie and Alison’s best attempts to reverse-engineer the information inside of the pager proved too difficult to get anything useful—ditto with the fucking Talisman. We’d been all keyed up after the fight with the spiders, excited to track down the next lead and uncover the mystery of the Atlanteans. Instead, we’d found ourselves frozen in our tracks, wondering what to do next.

The answer, as always, was sex. Valetta’s predilection for other women turned out to be a major asset within the harem, and within the next two days, I enjoyed her in pretty much every combination imaginable, sharing her with the rest of my girls. They took to her like cats to cream, turned on by her desperation to please in the bedroom, her submissive nature, and her love of being degraded with sex toys. Valetta might have once been most comfortable riding the wind, a locust on the hunt, but now the bedroom was her home.

I never had sex with Sophie and Mira at the same time, as that would have been too weird, but pretty much everything else was fair game. Over the next two days, I took my frustrations out in the bedroom, my carnal play growing more and more savage each time the sun went down. None of my women managed to escape being bruised—though all of them loved it. They wore the marks like a badge of pride, comparing them over breakfast the next morning—the morning of the third day, with still no leads on Doctor Simmons.

“Alexei Koschei is somewhere laughing at us,” I grumbled over my morning coffee. “Bastard’s got Dr. Simmons under lock and key—hell, what am I saying? He doesn’t even know she exists. Probably some low-level flunky’s doing this dirty work for him.”

“We’ll find her,” Mira said, adjusting the tie on her bathrobe.

With most of us in Mira’s apartment for two days now, the already casual dress code had become more or less ‘wear whatever you can find.’ Most of my girls walked around naked or nearly so, but Mira always had the slim possibility the zoo might give her an emergency call about a sick animal.

“And once we do,” Mira continued, “we’ll figure out how to properly power up your new Talismans. As soon as we know they won’t do to you what they did to Dr. Evans, we can turn them into weapons—and Alexei Koschei won’t be laughing then. Trust me.”

Mira sat across from me at the massive table. On either side of her were Sophie and Valetta—Alison and Felicia were still in bed, tuckered out from last night’s exertions. I didn’t mind, although I’d noticed that Alison in particular tended to sleep later than most of my girls and act a bit more lethargic. I wasn’t sure what it meant, or if it even meant anything at all, but I resolved to keep an eye on it.

“I know you’re doing everything you can, my Prime,” Valetta said, putting her hand on top of mine. Her wrists still had the marks from the handcuffs I’d put around her wrists the other night. I guess Officer Diaz won’t be getting those back, I thought with a snicker. I’ll have to buy a new pair before I see her again.

“I am,” I agreed. “I just wish there was more that I could do.”

She shook her head, the ponytail she’d tied her raven-dark hair into swaying from side to side. “You must remember you are the leader of this clan,” she said, her lips curled in that enigmatic smile that so enchanted and confused my harem and me. “Your job is to lead us, my Prime—ours is to perform the tasks you set out before us.”

Interesting, I thought. Not just that Valetta seemed hesitant to use the M-word to describe me outside of the bedroom, but her approach to the situation.

“So, you’re saying it’s my women’s fault we haven’t found Dr. Simmons yet, and not mine?” I gestured at the two other women around the table. “I’m down with that.”

Valetta let out an awkward little laugh. On the other side of the table, Sophie’s cell phone buzzed. The blonde co-ed slid it out from beneath the hem of one of her stockings—it was the only place to put it, as she wore nothing but stockings, heels, and a pair of black panties. She took a look at the screen, frowned, then tapped a button and tucked the phone away.

“A lead?” I asked.

Sophie shook her head. “Just a bill collector. I’m not answering that.”

The words made Mira scoff. “You’ve got to get your finances in order,” she chided. She looked at me, pursing her red lips. “This is yet another reason I keep telling you all that my sister is not ready for the life of a shifter…”

I braced myself, ready for the two to fall into the same old argument. Even Valetta indirectly blaming them for a lack of progress in finding Dr. Simmons didn’t seem to stop them.

Mira’s phone rang right after Sophie’s went to voicemail—like clockwork.

Mira had to reach into her bathrobe to check the phone, showing off an impressive expanse of thigh. I devoured the sight of her inner treasures, before traveling back to her face as she jolted.

“Oh shit,” Mira blurted. “Everyone be quiet for a second. I need to take this.”

I wasn’t used to Mira giving me orders—not anymore, at least. “Who is it?” I asked before she could answer the call.

“It’s my boss,” Mira said, holding up a finger to stop whatever Valetta was going to say. “Just be quiet for a few minutes. I’ll handle this—”

I looked from Mira to Sophie. The blonde co-ed looked guilty as hell, sneaking glances down at her own phone secreted beneath the sheer fabric of her stocking. I couldn’t help but think that whoever had just called Mira had tried to reach Sophie first.

“The head of the zoo?” I asked, my brows furrowing together. “I thought it was your day off—”

“No,” Mira said, shaking her head as she put the phone to her ear. “My other boss.”

Before I could ask another question, she pushed a button and opened the line. “Hiiii!” Mira said, her voice undergoing a transformation so extreme everyone sitting at the table got whiplash. “How’s it going? It feels like it’s been so long since I heard from you.”

Who the fuck is this bubbly valley girl? I wondered, looking at Mira with a shocked expression.

“Other boss?” I mouthed at Sophie, only getting a guilty look in return.

Whoever was on the other end of the line took over the conversation quickly. Mira listened, nodding as the caller spoke as if they could somehow see her. “Uh huh,” she said, scooting back her chair a bit. “Yeah, the Prime Talisman? No luck with that, I’m afraid. You saw it on the news—the whole place was looted. Some super-powerful shifter. Whatever took the Talisman is long gone by now. That lead’s totally cold…”

Mira grinned at me and winked. Who the fuck was this she was talking to—and how did they know about the Primal Talisman?

I vaguely remembered both Mira and Sophie telling me about some contact they had within the supernatural world. But if they’d let me in on the fact that this person was their boss, I’d certainly missed it.

I thought I was their boss. Their only boss, as a matter of fact.

The voice on the other end of the phone got louder, and Mira’s jaw dropped. “You saw what on Instagram?”

“Sophie,” I hissed, leaning over toward her and dropping my voice. “Who the fuck is my mate talking to?”

Sophie gave a little start, as if only just now realizing what a predicament this ‘boss’ put the harem in. “Our friend,” she said with a forced smile, trying to smooth things over. “I’m sure Mira is just catching up…”

But even I could hear the conversation falling apart. Whoever this was, they were far more well-informed than Mira had feared.

“A dude who turned into a giant hawk!?” Mira inflected the syllables with incredulity, as if the idea were the craziest thing she’d ever heard. “That’s really weird. I bet the Atlanteans are pissed at him, whoever he is. Wait—what do you mean I know him? That’s really cute, boss, but you know I’m not into avian shifters. Like to keep my four paws on the ground, that’s what I always say—”

Mira shot bolt upright in her seat, letting out a little urk as her eyes widened. “What the fuck do you mean, you’re here right now!?”

Someone knocked on the door to the apartment.

I’d seen Mira and Sophie in any number of extreme situations before. I’d watched them navigate the chaos of battle, defending each other and me during combat with their very lives. I’d seen them—separately, of course—shuddering in the throes of ecstasy, losing their minds all over my cock as I impaled them and rang their g-spots like fucking bells. I was closer to each of them than a husband is to his wife, linked on a primal level.

But I’d never seen either of them like this. At the sound of that simple knock, all the color drained out of Mira’s face. Her red lipstick looked even brighter than normal, and her sister’s countenance matched.

I didn’t know who was on the other side of that door. But I knew I wasn’t about to let them hurt my women.

“Do I need to take care of this person?” I asked, my fingers sprouting claws.

Mira looked at my transformed hand and sighed. “No,” she whispered, sounding like a student who’d just been called to the principal’s office. “You don’t. Fuck it, Sophie—let’s go face the music.”

The door swung open. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting to walk in—a monster, perhaps, or some big guy in a suit smoking a cigar who called himself ‘boss’—but a gorgeous woman sure as hell wasn’t it.

“Ah, Mira,” the newcomer said, the corner of her mouth curling in a wicked smirk. “Good to see you again, darling. Even if you lied to me. And Sophie—you didn’t answer my call? That’s rude, particularly after I helped you out with the hawk. You managed to rescue Felicia without a hitch, all thanks to me, and this is how I’m repaid?”

There was a lot I could have said to that. Mira didn’t belong to this woman, whoever she was, and Felicia’s rescue had been anything but easy—especially considering the hawk had tried to carry off Sophie herself in her claws before she’d been brought down. All clever things I could have thrown in this woman’s face.

But I couldn’t. All I could do was stare. Because she was just so goddamn beautiful.

There are many different kinds of beauty. Some women are gorgeous in that girl-next-door way, with a fresh-faced smile, gentle curves, and a manner that just makes you want to put a ring on her finger. Some are vixens, like Sophie, who make a man’s thoughts switch off and his cock switch on. Girls like her turn guys like me into ‘baby daddies.’

The woman standing before me was beautiful in the way a goddess is beautiful—but not a fertility goddess, or an ample-chested agricultural deity. If this creature needed to be slotted into the pantheon, the Underworld would be her likely domain. Despite her creamy skin and long blonde hair, there was something sinister about her—like an empress riding home from battle, her armor splattered with blood.

Some of my girls made me want to protect them, and some of my girls made me want to tie them up and spank them until they begged me to get them pregnant. But this woman, alone of any I’d met since taking on the Primal Talisman, made me want to kneel.

A face that launched a thousand ships, I thought, looking her up and down. Except in her case, SHE’D be the one launching the ships. To conquer some country and put it to the sword…

The newcomer turned those penetrating eyes onto me. They were so ice blue they nearly looked white, the same color as Cinderella’s glass slipper. Only the old-school version of the fairy tale, where the wicked stepsisters cut off their own toes.

“Hello, handsome,” the woman said, a knowing smile spreading across her face as she held out a hand. “My name is Natasha Perkov. Unless I am very misinformed, that is the Primal Talisman hanging around your neck, is it not?”

Her voice was rich and creamy, with a hint of an exotic accent I couldn’t place. It was the kind of voice that makes men picture how it would sound moaning their name.

“It is,” I said, my fingers straying to the disc. “You’ve walked into my home without an invitation, Natasha. I hope you have a good reason for being here.”

I don’t know what I expected from Natasha—to be intimidated, perhaps? Angry?

Instead, she just looked even more interested in me. There was something about the way she stared at me that made me think of a hungry wolf looking at a steak. Yet at the same time, I wondered how she’d choose to devour me.

Natasha chuckled. “I have a good reason for being everywhere,” she said, her voice just as haughty as her appearance. “I see you’ve wasted no time in using your Talisman. You’ve built quite the love den down here—and looking at those muscles, I’m sure your women are very satisfied—”

Alison and Felicia chose the worst possible moment to come join us out in the living room. They staggered out of the bedroom, yawning and stretching. Felicia had on nothing but a g-string, while Alison wore nothing but jewelry and a smile.

They froze in their tracks at the sight of Natasha.

Natasha looked both of the nearly naked beauties up and down, then gave a harsh laugh. “I see you put the hawk to good use,” she said, shaking her head. “And if my eyes don’t deceive me, you’ve also created two brand-new Beastmages.” Her grin grew even more predatory, as if such a thing were even possible. “A power that hasn’t been seen in many centuries. How curious. You will certainly be trouble for my kind.”

Instantly, I was on high alert.

“Your kind?” I growled, flashing my teeth. I felt them vibrating in my mouth, humming with the desire to turn into fangs. “What the fuck do you mean by that, Natasha?”

“Natasha?” Of all the girls in the apartment, Alison seemed the most shocked by the appearance of the newcomer—and least like she knew what Natasha was all about. She shared a look with Felicia, as if she expected the hawk shifter to recognize the woman. “Did you make some conquest while I was passed out, Nick?”

“That would be just like our leader,” Felicia said, giving the newcomer a sideways glance. “Although I don’t think that’s what’s going on here.”

Natasha paid neither of the girls any mind. It was as if she sized each member of my harem up the first time she saw them, then tucked them into the back of her mind and pretended they didn’t exist.

“Yes,” the woman said, cocking her head to the side. “Atlanteans. I’m an Atlantean, Nick—though not by blood. Merely adoption.”

“I wasn’t aware the Atlanteans were into that sort of thing,” I said, the hair on the back of my neck rising straight up. “I don’t suppose Angelina Jolie is secretly an Atlantean, is she? That would explain a few things…”

Another woman might have laughed at that—but Natasha just grinned like a shark. “Not at all. A powerful group of True Shifters took me in long ago, after a… traumatic event in my past. You see, if you were to check my family records, going allll the way back to my birth, you’d see that I hail from a very different place.”

I had three guesses, and the first two didn’t count. I only needed the one, anyway.

“Mu,” I said, clenching my fingers into a fist.

Natasha looked pleased. “That’s right. I’ve spent a long time looking for that Talisman around your neck, Nick. Mira was very naughty in allowing it to be possessed by a mortal—but even now, looking at you, I see she may have been even more clever than I.”

I glanced over my shoulder at Mira. She didn’t look like she considered herself clever—more like scared shitless. Mira had been caught by her boss with her pants down, in more ways than one, and now she was just trying to make it to the other side of this conversation intact.

“How do you figure?” I asked, turning back to the newcomer. The former citizen of Mu.

“You’re the Prime,” Natasha said with a little shrug, as if that explained everything. “The Primal Talisman has chosen you to wield it. And in doing so, you may yet restore the glory of Mu.”

I didn’t like the sound of that one bit. This woman had designs on me—and not the fun kind. I’d been pushed around too much in my old life; the thought of scraping and bowing before some ‘boss’ figure with the Primal Talisman around my neck was too much for me to consider.

“I don’t give a shit about Mu,” I said, facing Natasha down. The fact that I was practically naked didn’t matter—beasts didn’t need clothing. “I only care about taking down the Atlanteans. Stopping them from hurting any of my women—and from siphoning energy away from innocent people.”

Natasha regarded me from beneath her long lashes. For a moment, I thought I’d erred, and that the woman was getting ready to attack me. Considering I knew nothing about her, that could have meant anything.

Then the corner of her mouth curled. Natasha reached beneath her shirt and pulled out a strip of leather, revealing a stone disc covered in runes. She let it drop over the front of her suit jacket, hanging there like a trophy.

A Talisman. Natasha had a Talisman of her own.

“If what you say is true,” Natasha said with a practiced yawn, “then our goals are exactly the same.”

Were they, though? I found that hard to believe. Natasha was beautiful, and she’d had long enough of an association with both Mira and Sophie that I didn’t quite consider her capable of stabbing them both in the back—not yet, anyway. But whatever plans this creature had for me, they almost certainly were not the life I wanted. Natasha didn’t give a fuck about growing my clan, or my mates. She wanted to bring her kingdom back.

I decided to see just how badly she wanted Mu restored.

“Sit,” I said, gesturing to the chair in which I’d just been sitting. “Would you care for some coffee? Mira makes it well—the way it ought to be made. Hot and black.”

Natasha looked surprised for a moment, then she smiled. “The only way it should be made,” she said, sashaying across the living room. “Very well. We have business to discuss, you and I.”

I nodded. “I couldn’t agree more. Sophie, could you—”

I sure as shit didn’t need to tell her twice. She bolted from her seat, disappearing into the bedroom like her ass was on fire. I would have snickered at that kind of behavior if such an important person wasn’t in the room.

Mira moved into the vacated seat without being asked, leaving me the chair sitting directly opposite the newcomer. Somehow, my harem decided without sharing words that Alison should be the one to serve—she moved to the coffee machine and poured, handing mugs to everyone in turn.

“Thanks,” I said, giving her a peck on the cheek. “My apologies for the state of the apartment, Natasha. It’s a den, as you said earlier. I’m afraid we weren’t expecting visitors.”

Natasha laughed and waved her hand, as if I shouldn’t have even needed to say anything. “No need. I know how young clan leaders are. Believe me, this is actually fairly tame by the standards of the Atlanteans…”

The words were a stark reminder that this woman moved in circles of wealth and privilege I couldn’t even begin to fathom—not yet, at least.

“Good,” I said, folding my arms across the table. Even naked, surrounded by a bunch of freshly fucked women, I radiated calm and power. “I’m glad you’re not offended, Natasha. Because I’d like to ask you for a favor.”

If Natasha had been amused by my antics up until now, she looked positively tickled by this request. “You’re a bold one!” she said, taking a sip of her coffee. “Let me get this straight, Nick. You steal the Primal Talisman right out from underneath my nose, you have your mates lie to me about it and their whereabouts, then you create your own clan of shifters and Beastmages without my consent or sanction. And you think I owe you a favor?”

Another man might have wilted before that glare. Natasha definitely had her whole haughty queen act down pat—and she probably watched men turn into putty in her hands whenever she turned it on.

But I wasn’t most men.

“First of all, I had no idea you were hunting for the Primal Talisman,” I told her, rubbing my stubble with a laugh. “If I did, you could have come to the Crest City Museum any time and talked with me about it. But now that I have it, I don’t plan on letting it go anytime soon. And as far as a favor goes—you’re asking me to restore a kingdom that’s been underneath the waves for longer than human beings have had civilization. You don’t think I deserve to be compensated for my services?”

Natasha stared at me. “Bolder and bolder,” she said, clucking her tongue as she took another sip of her coffee. “Very well—I suppose it can’t hurt to listen, at least. What do you want from me, Prime?” Her eyes narrowed with suspicion. “I warn you—if it’s to jump into bed with you, I won’t be so easily cowed.”

Wow, I thought. Now that’s the most frank proposal I’ve heard in a while.

“Not that,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s about a friend of someone in my harem. A biologist named Dr. Amanda Simmons. She was studying something for my clan, before she was kidnapped a few days ago.”

Natasha was silent for a long moment. “I believe I heard about something like that,” she said, glancing down into the depths of her coffee. “She was abducted from Crest City University, is that right?”

I nodded. “By a bunch of creatures who looked like they got caught halfway between humans and spiders.”

Across the table, my girls shuddered. The memory of those disgusting creatures lingered in our minds long after the fight was over.

“Interesting,” Natasha said, glancing around the table. She couldn’t help but notice the looks of revulsion being produced at the memory of those monsters. “You’re certain it was spider-human hybrids who abducted this Dr. Simmons?”

“Believe me,” I said wryly, “I wish I could tell you I wasn’t one hundred percent sure.”

Natasha chewed that over, buying time to consider my request with another long sip of her coffee. “That really is good,” she said, giving Mira a surprised glance. “I suppose that’s as good a reason as any to give you what you want, Prime. Good coffee is such a rarity these days.”

My pulse quickened. “You mean you know who controls those spiders.”

Natasha made a face. “That is the absolute least of my knowledge,” she said, sounding offended. “Yes, the Spider shifters work for a True Shifter—one of the pureblooded sons and daughters of Atlantis. His name is Benjamin Ellis.”

A little laugh escaped my lips. “Like the actor?”

Suddenly the table had gone very, very quiet.

“It is the actor, isn’t it?” I asked, feeling foolish. “Goddamn, that guy’s an Atlantean? He’s in rom-coms, for fuck’s sake!”

“Benjamin Ellis is a man of many talents,” Natasha said with an acidic smirk. “And he’s not just in rom-coms. The man was nominated for a Golden Globe for his role in Dragonborne. He might have won, too, only he was too stubborn to bribe the right people…”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Yes, Mira had told me the Atlanteans were powerful people—but when she said that, I’d pictured politicians and investment bankers, or the CEO’s of Wall Street banks and oil companies. Not celebrities. The thought that the guy I saw smiling on a movie poster could be a secret member of a lost undersea civilization felt pretty fucking mind blowing.

Natasha reveled in my surprise. “Surely you didn’t think all Atlanteans hid in the shadows, did you? You’ll find many famous and well-connected Atlanteans in the world—if you live that long, that is. Which is why it’s in your best interest to ally with me, Prime.”

This was some pretty heavy information. And Natasha had given it up like a child handing over a single piece of their bucket of Halloween candy. No doubt she had far, far more in store for me.

But did I want to share power with someone else? Even a woman like her?

I tucked the thought in the back of my mind for the moment. “I need to speak with that scientist,” I told Natasha, the look in my eyes letting her know it wasn’t a matter for debate or bargaining. “She’s a dear friend of one of my mates—and she’s been helping us out.”

Natasha looked like she didn’t believe me. “Helping you out with what, pray tell?” she asked, leaning across the table with a wicked grin. “Come on, I showed you mine—now you show me yours. A tidbit for a tidbit.”

Well, in that case…

With a grin, I reached into my pants. There weren’t many places to hide the Talismans I’d looted off Dr. Ahriman—like Sophie with her phone, I’d had to get creative. The clutch of small stone discs had been sewn into the lining of my undergarments, safe where no one else could reach them. I took them out and watched her eyes widen.

“She was doing research on these,” I said, laying the card on the table like a practiced gambler. “We wanted to learn what made them tick. And now that I’ve got so many, I want to know how to use them.”

Hunger entered Natasha’s eyes. No Atlantean could look at the potential power those Talismans represented and not get that expression on their face—not even one who was supposed to be on our side.

Natasha shook herself, her gaze going unfocused for a moment before returning to me. “I can show you how to use them,” she said, sounding a little surprised that neither Mira nor Sophie brought the issue to her. “But I must warn you—it comes with a price.”

“Of course it does,” I said, my anger getting the better of me. “I should have known better than to expect an Atlantean to do anything for free.”

“Not from me,” Natasha said, sounding annoyed by my tone. “There’s a price to use the Talismans. I think you know what it is, as well. You see, I heard about what happened to Dr. Evans at the college, as well.”

I thought about the tiny pile of ashes I’d left on Dr. Evans’s desk. I bet that fucking secretary went right in as soon as we were gone, I thought bitterly. Some people.

“There’s no way to power up those Talismans without someone getting hurt,” Natasha explained, slipping into the didactic tone of a college professor or teacher. “People get drained, one way or the other. Either you enter into a contract with someone, at which point they make themselves a siphon to you, or you force them to wear the Talisman and make them into a thrall. At which point the Talisman drains them until they die.”

A shitty bargain, in other words.

“So you’re saying that in order to use these as weapons, I either have to kill people or become just as bad as the Atlanteans? Natasha, that’s no choice at all.” I started to think—and fast. There had to be another way out of this. “If Benjamin Ellis is the leader of those Spider shifters, then tell me where he is. Maybe Dr. Simmons can help me find a different way to make the Talismans work.”

Natasha shook her head. “If what you’ve told me is true, Benjamin Ellis will never let you leave with this Simmons woman,” she deadpanned.

Something clicked in my brain. Two birds, one stone, I thought, a grin spreading across my face. Oh, this is too fucking good…

“Perfect,” I said, laughing. “In fact, I don’t want Benjamin Ellis to hand the woman over without a fight. I’m going to kill him—with these.” I held up the Talismans.

Natasha’s eyes widened as she realized what I was saying. Sharp as a tack, that girl—I could practically see the wheels turning inside of her skull.

“Yes… yes,” she said, tapping her chin with a finger. “Use the Talismans to drain Atlanteans, putting their power into your lesser Talismans. It would turn them into most impressive batteries, indeed.”

Mira and Sophie looked even paler than they had when Natasha first walked into the apartment.

“That’s horrifying,” Sophie managed, her lips a tight line. “We’d be doing the same things the Atlanteans do—draining people and taking their power for ourselves!”

Alison, however, didn’t look cowed in the slightest. “Drinking the vampire’s blood,” she said, her face lighting up with a bright smile. “That’s fucking genius, Nick. I love it!”

While we spoke, Natasha was already planning. “Not just every vampire. You can’t kill indiscriminately, Prime. You’ll need to be strategic. I’ll give you three names, three Atlanteans whose disappearances will shake up the supernatural world. If you can take all of them out before the Unveiling, it’ll amp up your powers and weaken the Atlanteans’s command structure. Yes, this might just be the game changer we’ve been looking for…”

I didn’t know about all that, but I did like the idea of hunting down Atlanteans. The bastards had spent so much time trying to kill me and my mates that putting the shoe on the other foot felt like poetic justice.

“Give me the list,” I said, grinning like the tiger within. “Let me know where I can find them, and me and my girls will take them out. You’ll have three dead targets, and I’ll have three fully-charged Talismans ready for service.”

Natasha nodded as if this were the most agreeable arrangement she could have imagined. She slipped a small notebook from the pocket of her jacket along with a fountain pen, slid her coffee aside, and jotted down three names.

“Here,” she said, tearing off the top sheet and handing it to me. “These are your targets. I think you’ll like them.”

I glanced at the list:

ATLANTEANS

Benjamin Ellis

David Marin

Alexei Koschei

Well, I thought, tucking away the page, there’s two I was already gunning for on here. I knew I’d have to fight Benjamin Ellis to get Valetta’s scientist friend back, and Alexei Koschei and I were due for a confrontation any time now. The second name on the list I didn’t recognize, but felt vaguely familiar—as if I’d heard it somewhere before. No doubt he was famous like the first name, though probably in a different industry than Ellis. The Atlanteans liked to spread themselves out and had fingers in lots of different pies.

“And you’ll give me their locations?” I asked, glancing up from the piece of paper in front of me. “All three of them?”

Natasha nodded. “Benjamin Ellis’s spider shifters are located in an abandoned subway station. That’ll be where they’ve taken your Doctor Simmons—and he’ll almost be visiting frequently. Once you kill him and drain his power into one of your Talismans, I’ll be willing to give you the information on the next Atlantean.”

That was fair. I nodded. “And what if I kill all three?”

Once again, Natasha flashed that shark-like grin. “If you truly can best all three of them, then I’ll be willing to help you out to a much greater degree. But not until then.”

“Not until I’ve proven myself?”

Natasha didn’t miss a beat. “I didn’t spend my entire life hiding my identity as a daughter of Mu for some young pup with a cocky smile to ruin it all.” She tapped the paper with a long fingernail. “Kill Ellis and drain his essence into one of your Talismans. Then we’ll talk.”

Without another word, she rose from the table and made her way to the door. Huh, guess that’s her way of declaring a meeting over, I thought, watching her shapely backside as she walked away. Kind of rude, but I guess when you’re as old and powerful as she is, you stop caring so much about the social niceties…

She’d nearly made it to the door when I spoke again. “Once I take Ellis out, how will I get in touch with you?”

Both Mira and Sophie let out a little squeal, like the teacher had just forgotten to hand out homework and I’d reminded the class. Natasha turned around in the doorway, her smile gruesome.

“That’ll be no problem,” she said, giving both of the sisters a knowing glance. “Ask one of your mates. Both of them have my contact information—and they’re so good about picking up the phone when I call.”

Then she was gone, leaving nothing but the sound of her laughter behind. Both Mira and Sophie sagged with relief the instant she’d left, and Felicia moved to the door and closed it, then locked it.

“Thank the Gods,” Mira whispered, her forehead nearly touching the top of the table. “I thought we were both dead for sure.”

“It was all Daddy’s doing,” Sophie said, making no effort to hide her favorite word for me from the rest of the group after a performance like that. “Natasha was so enchanted by our Prime that she forgot to tear us a new one.”

Something dark and primal rose up within me. “I wouldn’t have let her,” I growled, fixing both women with an intense stare. “That’s probably why she relented. She knows you both belong to me—and that if she harmed you, she’d have to deal with the Prime.”

“I… doubt that occurred to her,” Mira said, tiptoeing around the issue of just how strong Natasha was. “But if that’s the case, Nick, then I thank you from the bottom of my heart. I sincerely thought I was going to die. Natasha doesn’t suffer liars.”

“You were only lying to protect your leader,” I said with a shrug. “Natasha can understand that.”

None of my girls looked like they believed that.

Instead of arguing with them, I turned my attention back to the paper I’d been given. I read the three names over and over again, until I had them committed to memory: Benjamin Ellis, David Martin, Alexei Koschei.

My own personal hit list. I was an assassin now, working for a hidden daughter of Mu. How did I feel about that?

I looked at both Mira and Sophie, and the grateful looks they’d given me after saving them. Seeing them, I realized I didn’t care who I was working for—as long as I was hunting down the assholes who’d try to hurt them. I could deal with Natasha later, once I’d powered my new clan up with the Talismans I’d looted off Dr. Ahriman.

“You can lead me to this subway station, right?” I asked Mira, ripping the piece of paper to shreds. No sense in leaving evidence lying around where anyone could steal it.

She nodded. “I can,” she said, nibbling the lipstick on her red bottom lip. “But I don’t see why we need to go there, Nick. We can track down Benjamin Ellis easily—he’s famous. All we have to do is keep an eye on TMZ.”

“Or just watch Inside Edition,” Sophie added. “Though they never get the real scoops.”

My brows furrowed with confusion. Just what were these two women saying? “We have to rescue Dr. Simmons,” I told the table, feeling a little off-kilter at the sudden change in conversational topic. “She’s been doing research on the Talismans, and she’s friends with Valetta—”

“Natasha gave us all the information we need on how to use the Talismans,” Sophie said, tugging at my arm. If I’d had a sleeve, she’d have been holding it. “And Valetta will be friends with whoever you want her to be.”

“Strictly speaking, we don’t need her,” Mira added. “I don’t think any of us particularly want to tussle with those spider shifters after last time. We could avoid the whole thing and go after their Master directly.”

Something about the way she said that word—Master—made me think of Valetta’s submission in the bedroom. “No,” I said, shocking Mira into silence. “And frankly, Mira, I’m pretty pissed off at you!”

Her face paled to the color of milk. “Me?” Mira asked, voice strained with hurt.

“You’ve been working for this woman, Natasha Perkov, since before you ever met me,” I said, giving vent to the frustration I’d been feeling since Mira’s boss walked into her apartment and into my life. “You’ve had a boss this entire time that you never told me about—a boss who had information on the Talismans at her fingertips. And you never thought to just ask her for help? For info on how to use these things?”

It was a bit of a rant, delivered with larger amounts of volume as I got into it. By the time I was done, Mira looked suitably chastened—and Sophie looked like she wanted to cry. Mira stared at the surface of the table for long moments, fighting back tears, then gathered herself up and looked at me.

“You’re right,” she said, making no effort to hide or excuse her behavior. “In my defense, I have none. There’s no excuse for not telling you about Natasha, or explaining mine and Sophie’s relationship to her sooner. The only thing I can say is that our business relationship with her is… complicated. Extremely complicated.”

“I would have said something, Nick,” Sophie whispered—and the fact that she didn’t call me ‘Daddy’ told me she was truly scared right now. “But she might have taken you away from us! You had the Primal Talisman, and she’s wanted it so badly for so long!”

Mira nodded along. “I never would have guessed in a million years that Natasha could be an ally,” she said. “I thought the only thing that would come of introducing you two would be a fight. Either you’d kill her, and we’d all be in big trouble with the powers that be, or she’d capture you and take away the Primal Talisman. And I couldn’t live with that.”

“Couldn’t?” I asked. I had to ask. “Or just didn’t want to?”

Mira gave a little start, as if she couldn’t believe I’d question it. “Nick, I’m your mate,” Mira said, her mouth forming a perfect little ‘o’ of surprise. “You and I are bound together for life. If you died at the hands of Natasha… I wouldn’t last long after that. I wouldn’t be able to live anymore.”

“You’ve heard of people in the old days who died of a broken heart?” Sophie asked. “Well this is the real thing. We’re linked to you, Daddy—body and soul. If something happens to you, the whole group shatters.”

I supposed I could understand that. Mira’s motives were comprehensible to me, even if the ends didn’t justify the means in my opinion, but this couldn’t keep happening. My girls had to understand who was in charge.

“Alright,” I said, fixing both women with the sternest gaze I could muster. “I’m willing to forgive you two. On one condition.”

Both of them looked so relieved it made my heart hurt. Had they really thought they’d be kicked out of the clan? That bond went both ways. I couldn’t imagine life without my women, either—without them, I’d probably shrivel up and blow away.

“Name it,” Mira said without hesitation. “You want me to wear the plug for a month, I’ll do it.”

“I’ll go to bed with Mira,” Sophie blurted. “I know it’s fucked up and wrong, but I’ll do anything to make you happy, Daddy! If that’s what it takes, then…”

“Hey—no!” That really was wrong. “Not that! You both have to promise me never to hide or keep anything from me, ever again. Fool me twice, shame on me. You keep anything from me again, and I really will kick you out of the clan…”

Both women looked like they’d rather die than do that.

“Of course,” Mira said, rising from her chair. In full view of my women, she made a complicated gesture over her heart, looking as serious as a soldier on parade. “I swear by my bones and blood that I will never lie to my Prime. Nor will I ever hide the truth from him, or keep back anything he ought to know. If I break this oath, may I never feel the touch of my Prime again.”

Damn, I thought. That’s a hell of an oath.

Then Sophie swore the same thing, using the word Daddy instead of Prime. Both of them used the exact same words, which told me this was a ‘thing’ among shifters who belonged to a Prime. Probably some ancient oath of loyalty they’d dredged up from a vanished civilization. That kind of thing.

“Alright, I’m satisfied,” I told the girls when they were done. “Everyone get dressed. We’re heading out.”

They moved like they’d just been waiting for me to give the signal. Two of my harem girls cleared away plates, while the rest moved into the bedroom to dress for combat. Only Mira remained, watching me while the rest were in motion.

“Heading to the subway, Nick?” she asked.

I nodded. “We may have an alternative to Amanda Simmons’s help, but that doesn’t mean I want to see her get turned into spider food. We need to go to the subway, and we need to go now.”

Mira nodded, then set to work. “You’ve got it.”

Hopefully we’ll get there in time to save her, I thought, picturing the look on Valetta’s face if we weren’t. But even if she was already dead, we could still get our vengeance.

And bring down a powerful Atlantean in the bargain.


Chapter 8

“Remember,” Alison said, “don’t touch the third rail. It’s electrified—it’ll zap you in an instant. Cook you like a bug in a bug zapper—pow!”

Our group moved through the darkness of a subway tunnel, the flame held high in Alison’s hand providing the only light. With no direct access to the station Natasha’s information had indicated was the hiding place of the spider shifters, we’d had to travel to a different station entirely and jump the tracks without being seen.

If we’d had to remain in human form, we’d never have pulled it off, but two women accompanied by a bunch of animals was such a strange sight in the subway that most people who saw it wouldn’t report it for fear they’d be thought crazy.

We picked our way through the tunnels, following Natasha’s instructions. Mira seemed to know her way around the subway, which intrigued me. I wondered if she’d come down here before taking her role as a zookeeper—if maybe she’d hunted in these tunnels in a previous life. I made a mental note to ask her sometime.

“I think that’s a myth,” Sophie protested, scanning the metal tracks around her with a skeptical eye. They ran back and forth across the underground, ducking this way and that through side corridors. This far from the mainline, everything wore a patina of disuse, dust and rubbish the order of the day. “Besides, we’re far enough away that the track shouldn’t be active, right? Which one is the third rail, anyway…?”

“It’s fine,” Valetta assured. “The electrified rail in subway stations is both grounded and insulated. In the absence of a conductive agent, it can’t hurt you.”

“So don’t piss on it, in other words,” I said with a grin. “Otherwise, zap! Fifty thousand volts in your pussy!”

“Or your dick,” Sophie said with a little grin. “But if you need somewhere safe to park your manhood, Daddy, you know you only need to ask.”

Valetta held up a hand. “Wait!” she hissed, calling for silence. “Does anyone hear that?”

For a long moment, I didn’t. Then a sound spilled down the corridor that nearly froze my blood. The chittering of hybrid spiders.

“Shit,” I growled, reaching inward. “How much farther is it to this abandoned station, Mira?”

I saw her mind working feverishly, figuring out the math. “About a quarter mile down that tunnel,” she said, gesturing in the direction of the sounds. “Surely, they can’t know we’re here already, right?”

The noises grew louder, a chorus of chittering arachnids joining together to sound like one massive creature. The sounds echoed down the corridor, overlapping on top of each other until they sounded like they surrounded us from all sides.

We needed to be ready for battle. I reached for the tiger within—and froze.

I felt something else inside my chest. The tiger was warm, and the hawk sharp—this was something different than either. Something that felt like holding a sparkler on the fourth of July until it burned all the way down to your fingertips, covering your hands in stinging sparks.

The Locust. It cried out for me to embrace it, to use its power against the monsters standing between us and Dr. Simmons.

Well, I thought, listening to the sounds of the creatures, I suppose I can turn into something disgusting to FIGHT something disgusting…

I got an idea.

“Everybody stay back,” I said, rolling my shoulders. “Alison, keep that flame burning so the rest of the team can watch. I’m going in alone.”

“Nick, that’s crazy,” Mira protested, trying to grab my hand. “We have no idea how many of those things there are—”

“We’re all in this together,” Alison said, feeding more magic into her fireball. “We’re down here to help you. We should attack as a single unit, push the creatures back until we discover whether Benjamin Ellis is in the hideout.”

No one who saw the look in my eyes realized it for what it was—except for Valetta. “Master is right,” she said, that strange Mona Lisa smile spreading across her face. “He needs to do this. He wants to.”

“If I start to sound like I’m in trouble, come in after me,” I told my girls. “But right now, just keep an eye on the tunnel. Worst-case scenario I have to retreat, and I can give you all advance warning of how many of the things are down there.”

“No, the worst-case scenario is you getting surrounded and bit,” Sophie protested. She looked on the verge of tears. She and Mira had protested loudest against coming down here in the first place. “You can’t do this, Daddy!”

I don’t appreciate being told what I can and can’t do. Not one fucking bit.

“Just stay behind me,” I said, racing down the tunnel. As my girls whimpered and yelled (all save for Valetta, who wished me good luck), I reached for that new energy in my chest, whipping it into a fury. Alone of all my women, the locust shifter understood what power lay within me—and why I had to do this alone.

Like the woman said, I thought, my arms elongating into wicked scythes, you have to bond with it first. That’s how you unlock its true power…

With the Hawk, I’d turned into a bird and flown away. The Locust’s power would be paid for in blood.

The tunnel filled with darkness once I left the protective glow of Alison’s fire spell, but I wasn’t worried. My segmented eyes adjusted to the dim light, showing me the path from multiple angles as plates of chitinous armor covered my skin. Even now, I couldn’t fully give in to the form of the locust, but I came about as close as a shifter can come to it without going full on animal. Everything except my face resembled the creature I’d fought on the football field, at the fairgrounds by the beach, and inside of Alexei Koschei’s mansion.

I was the Locust, and as I charged toward my target, I took wing.

As I reached the mouth of the tunnel, it became abundantly clear that this was the place. A thick coating of webbing covered the walls, stretched across the tunnel in places like tripwires designed to serve as both alarm and deterrent. I flew over these, around them, all the while listening to the angry chattering sounds of the creatures at my destination grow louder and louder.

Finally, the tunnel opened into a large, wide underground chamber. If there’d been light, I probably would have been able to see the stairs of the old subway station—as it was, the whole place had been shut down. The sounds of nearby spiders were almost unbearable, so loud that they sounded like they were right in my ears.

The whole place went silent. I froze, knowing I’d just stepped right into the enemy’s crosshairs.

An instant later, the station flooded with light. I’d been right not to rely on Alison’s little flame to banish the darkness—whoever had outfitted this abandoned subway station to hold the spider shifters had also installed a lighting system to reveal anyone trying to sneak in. Clever man, that Benjamin Ellis, I thought, remembering the blandly handsome face I’d seen on so many movie posters over the years.

That banal sight was ripped away by the scene before me. Dozens of spider shifters crawled across the floor, moving with stealth as they tried their best to surround me before I knew they were there. They’d almost been successful—most of them were just outside of arm’s reach, their segmented legs twitching in my direction.

Nobody moved. The spiders looked at me, and I looked right back at them. Who would strike first? Would they just move and let me go, deciding I was too powerful to deal with? What did they truly see when they looked at the form of the locust?

For long heartbeats, I thought they might actually give up. Then a new noise cut through the din, coming from the broad stairwell that had once led up to street level when this place functioned as a working subway station.

An all too human scream. “Help! Someone please help me!”

That has to be Dr. Simmons, I thought, watching the spiders flinch. Ooh, they don’t like that I know she’s here now…

“So it’s a fight you want,” I said, my voice distorted by the insectoid power flowing through me. Speaking as a Locust was nowhere near as intimidating as the roars I could make as a Tiger or the screeches of a Hawk, but my heavily armored body more than made up for my lack of vocal projection. “You know you could just move aside, let me get the girl, and tell your boss you didn’t see me?”

The spiders either didn’t hear me or wouldn’t entertain such an offer. Three of them moved to block the stairs, spraying thick coats of webbing across the subway platform to slow me down if I tried to move past.

So it’s like that, then, I thought, sharpening my locust arms on each other. Fine. Let’s dance!

The spiders struck first, jumping from two sides at once, but I was fast—blindingly fast. I dodged in an instant, leaving the two overgrown arachnids to slam into each other in mid-air, sending both to the tunnel floor.

In a more normal sort of fight, I’d have used that moment to finish both monsters off—crush them like the bugs they so resembled. But this wasn’t a normal fight. Dozens of enemies surrounded me, and it was all I could do to stay out of their reach.

As I ducked and dived, huge gobs of spider spit whizzed past my head. I could feel them moving with the antennae sticking from my head, sensing the vibrations in the tunnel as they shot webbing at me. These spider shifters seemed to have learned from the mistakes of the ones we’d dispatched at the Crest City University—they kept their distance from me, making it hard to take out more than one or two at a time. Meanwhile, their fellows did their best to hose me down and pin me to the ground.

I felt like I’d walked into a spider bukkake. Thick strands of the stuff went this way and that, the spiders caring more about filling the tunnel and protecting their prize than accuracy. I can use that against them, I thought, fluttering into the air on my insect’s wings. Getting a little too free with those strands, pals…

As another spider landed behind me, spitting a long string of webbing at my wings to gum them up, I reached out with my scythe hands. The webbing clung to the edge of my blade, and I spun my wrist several times to wrap my elbow in the stuff like a makeshift pommel. The spider, not sensing the trap being laid for it, kept spraying, thinking it had me right where it wanted.

It didn’t. As soon as I had enough webbing wrapped around my blade, I tugged. The spider didn’t expect it—this game of tug of war only had one player truly giving it their all. The arachnid was thrown into the air, the long strand of webbing still reaching all the way back inside its mouth.

I swung the creature by its own webbing, slamming into its fellows like a hammer on the end of a rope. Limbs crunched and crackled as I used the thing to push back the assault, clearing one end of the tunnel with a single swing. The spider went wide, slammed into the wall, and went still.

I’d just killed a half-dozen of the fuckers, but more were pouring in. Every crack and crevice in the tunnel suddenly seemed filled with the creatures, as if someone had thrown a party and invited the whole damn neighborhood. The webbing didn’t seem to gum up the works for them—they’d clearly adapted to work with it, moving over the sticky stuff like pavement.

More of them rushed forward, blocking the path separating me from Dr. Simmons. Or who I thought was Dr. Simmons, at any rate. In fact, I thought, I ought to confirm that before I spend any more time fighting these assholes.

“Dr. Simmons!?” I yelled, ducking beneath the fangs of a spider shifter. “Dr. Amanda Simmons!?”

“Yes? Who are you? How have the spiders not eaten you yet?” the voice beyond the stairs sounded amazed.

I grinned at that one. “I’m a friend of Valetta’s,” I said, reckoning the truth about her being my mate would have taken too long to explain and just scandalized the prisoner. “I’m going to get you out of here! Be ready to move when I tell you, okay!”

“Okay!” Dr. Simmons sounded hesitant, but full of hope. “The tunnels are filled with spiders, though! Even more of them will come if you free me!”

You let me worry about that part, I thought, slamming two of the things into each other before tossing them away. “Don’t worry—I’ve got a whole team of friends waiting down the way. Valetta is with them!”

Suddenly, there was a choked note in the Doctor’s voice. “Valetta is alive!?”

Oh yeah, I thought, grinning. These two were really, REALLY close.

“She is,” I assured the doctor, ducking and diving out of the way of more of the spider shifters’ attacks. “She can’t wait to see you again. Things are a little different than they used to be, I have to warn you, but I’m sure you two can patch things up as long as I’m guiding you both…”

Dr. Simmons didn’t seem to understand the obvious innuendo. “Just get me out of here!” she cried, sounding nearer and nearer all the time. I’d fought my way almost to the stairs, though more spider shifters blocked my way than I’d have ever thought possible.

There has to be a way to clear these assholes from where they’re hiding Dr. Simmons, I thought, slamming a scythe through the face of the nearest spider. Killing them one at a time is too slow.

As the spider crumpled, I saw what was lying beneath it—a thick, metallic subway rail.

That gave me an idea.

“Hey!” I roared, getting the attention of as many of the creatures as I could at once. “Come get me, you assholes!”

More of the monsters pounced at me, landing where I’d been only moments before. That was good, but I had to find the right rail before they managed to land a hit.

I remembered what Valetta had told me on our walk here. The third rail was nowhere near as dangerous as Hollywood movies would have you think—but with the right conducting agent, all the grounding in the world wouldn’t stop it from frying someone like an egg on a griddle.

And these spiders were full of all kinds of exciting fluids.

I figured they needed the exact opposite of protection. Backing up again and again, I threw my back into the taunts, doing my best to deflate the spider monsters’ little spider egos as they pounced at me. My feet slid across the dirty ground, searching for the right spot… there! My heel came up against something hard, covered in a thick coating of insulation.

The third rail.

Right as I confirmed it with a downward glance, one of the spiders shot a mouthful of webbing at my legs.

Damn it! The thick, sticky stuff covered my lower limbs, fixing me to the floor of the subway tunnel. I heard hissing that sounded like laughter from further down the tunnel, the monsters sharing their glee at finally pinning me down. They couldn’t possibly have picked a worse spot.

With a roar, I focused more Locust energy into my arms. The knives my hands had turned into lengthened further, until they resembled the javelins Olympic athletes used.

One arm slashed downward at the webbing, searching for a way to free my legs. The other I had to use to defend myself. A half-dozen spiders landed in front of me, their fangs flashing as they sought to sink their venom into my veins.

Normally I would have just ripped them apart, no questions asked. But I was standing on the third rail—which I’d just reminded myself would fry me to a crisp if it got coated in fluid. Blood, ichor, the other unmentionable juices that might be inside of a spider shifter—any of them would probably do the trick.

Fighting them off made the other primal animal forms inside me go crazy. The Tiger and the Hawk shrieked in my brain, angered that I was using my awesome power to shove my foes away rather than stab through their hearts. They wanted to know what the fuck I was doing, and honestly, so did I.

The javelin arm slashed through the webbing tying my legs together. Now I had one leg free, with the other still stuck to the rail running through the center of the subway tunnel. Another few moments and I’d be free, but I didn’t have those moments.

Fighting the spider swarm made me feel like an old Greek hero facing down the Hydra. Every time I slew one, another three took its place—and unlike Perseus, I wasn’t even killing these monsters.

A fang shot past my ear, the jaws of a spider so close to the side of my head that the noise nearly deafened me. I twisted, letting out a yell of surprise, and the webbing beneath me gave. Strands came free, unweaving like a cheap t-shirt.

I was so close.

Then a spider jumped over my head.

At first, my brain refused to process the sight. The creature had come from behind me, right next to my exposed back. I hadn’t heard any monsters in that direction, so I hadn’t bothered trying to defend myself. By all rights, the creature should have been able to sink its fangs into me without any problem.

It was not sinking its fangs into me. Instead, it looked like it was fighting the other spiders!

I didn’t have time to wonder what the hell this was. The last of the webbing ripped free, separating me from the third rail. The sight provoked several of the spiders to fire off new salvos of their sticky fluid, but I was already in motion and none of them managed to hit me. Both of my locust arms flashed in the dim light, as sharp as death’s scythe and finally, finally free.

The Tiger roared and the Hawk screeched. It was go time.

I waded into the fray, severing limbs from arachnoid torsos. The creatures had so many legs that they made easy targets, and breaking just one or two put a spider out of commission. The newcomer and I split the wave of creatures between ourselves without a single word, moving in opposite directions to hold back the flood.

Blood and ichor rained onto the floor. The puddle spread, dripping beneath the mass of spiders even as it traveled with the slowness of molasses toward the third rail. I paused from ripping out a spider’s eyes to estimate how long I had before the whole thing went nuclear, and figured about fifteen seconds should do it.

I’d had enough of the Locust, anyway.

The energy inside of me shifted as I did something inside of my chest. The Primal Talisman vibrated against my skin as the balance of power tipped, the Locust giving way to the Hawk. Bird wings erupted from my back as I prepared to take flight. Spiders screamed at me when they saw what I was doing, filling the air with sticky projectiles of webbing.

I grinned. They had no idea who they were messing with.

I readied myself to fly, cocking my head down the darkened corridor. “Stay back, Amanda!” I warned, projecting my voice with every ounce of primal ferocity the Tiger could give me. “This whole place is about to blow like a fucking fireworks factory!”

None of the spiders understood me. They kept coming, staggering over the leaking bodies of their slain comrades like Black Friday shoppers trying to get the best deal on a TV. None of them even noticed my warning.

All save for one of the creatures.

The spider who, for some reason, had decided to jump into the fight on my side.

The shifter locked eyes with me across the tunnel. Even through the distorted, arachnid architecture of her face, I saw panic in her eyes. Not to mention the fact that it was a her—there could be no doubt about that.

The ichor dribbled behind me, nearly touching the rail. I had to fly—now.

It was a split-second decision. I’m not sure what spurred me: the panicked glance, or the fact that my mystery partner was female. It could have been both.

With a grunt, I slashed through the two spiders standing between me and the newcomer. As I pounced, the last of the Locust fell away, giving me muscular arms covered in feathers instead. I grabbed the spider woman around the waist, or what my best guess at her waist was, and took to the sky.

The tunnel flared with light like a noonday sun. The moment the pool of blood and ichor touched the third rail, all that juicy electric power found an outlet. Arcs of electricity cascaded across the surface of the pool, skipping like stones tossed by a mad god. The mass of spiders writhed and screamed, sizzling as tens of thousands of volts set their bloodstreams on fire.

I floated above the fray, watching the chaos. The spider woman in my arms did the same. Her eyes widened as she watched her kin burn, thin plumes of smoke filling the tunnel.

“That,” the spider woman said, her voice as quietly impressed as if we were sitting around a blazing campfire, “is an impressive amount of violence.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said with a chuckle. “Now tell me why I shouldn’t drop you right into Hell with the rest of your friends.”

The shifter stiffened in my arms, her arachnid legs kicking out in panic. “You wouldn’t! Not after I saved your life!”

She was right—I wouldn’t. Repaying kindness with betrayal wasn’t in my nature. But there was no reason she needed to know that.

“You could be a spy,” I said, pretending to swing her back and forth over the pit of flaming spiders. “The whole ‘fighting your friends’ thing could have been a clever act, designed to get me to feel like I owe you something.”

“You do owe me something!” the spider woman hissed, her eyes narrowing to slits. “I could have filled you with my venom, human. Your back was exposed before me for a full minute. Once my fangs were inside you, even the powers of a Prime wouldn’t have been enough to save you!”

Interesting. So this creature knew I was a Prime. I guess when you manifest the powers of multiple animals in one fight, that can only mean a couple of things, I thought. And I don’t have the look of one of those Atlantean assholes.

“I suppose you’re right,” I said, giving the woman an overexaggerated yawn as I held her above the abyss. “What’s your name, anyway?”

As I held her, she’d already begun to transform back into a human. Her extra legs disappeared, shrinking until they merged into two long, sensuous stems I had a hard time tearing my eyes away from. She was pale—deathly pale, like someone who’d spent most of her life living underground—and her hair was both midnight black and so long that it nearly reached her ankles.

She shuddered in my arms, gazing at me with piercing violet eyes. “Melissa,” she whispered, the word barely audible over the sound of crispy-fried spider below. “Melissa Carter.”

“Melissa,” I repeated, trying not to let any of my emotion show on my face. A man could get lost in eyes like those—and find himself tied to a bed the next morning with half his organs missing. “We’ve got a few minutes before your friends stop smoking beneath us, Melissa. Why don’t you explain to me why you were trying to kill them?”

The woman snorted, as if my question offended her. “They are not my friends,” she said, arching one thick brow. I didn’t know much about eyebrows, but something told me that if Mira and Sophie were here, they’d be green with envy at the sight of hers. “They ceased to be members of my clan when they allowed the actor to sway their judgement.”

“Ben Ellis,” I said with a grunt, watching her nod. “Yeah, I’m not a big fan of his roles, either. What did he do to you?”

A wave of revulsion washed over the half-naked shifter. “Not much,” she admitted, “but he attempted to do a great deal more. When I told my clan about it, they chose to believe him over me. They’ve been hunting me ever since… and in turn, I have been hunting them.”

“‘Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned,’” I said, chuckling at my luck. This sounded like the kind of woman I needed on my team. The fact that she was fucking gorgeous didn’t hurt either. Sure, a spider shifter was kind of icky, but Valetta being a Locust hadn’t made the sex with her any less awesome.

We’d cross that bridge when we got there, I figured.

I’d just have to watch myself. Melissa seemed even more dangerous than my usual sort of mate.

“Indeed,” Melissa said, watching the corpses smolder with something like pride in her eyes. “I’d been waiting for my moment to strike. When I overheard them talking about the new Prime, and whether he would make a move to try and assassinate Benjamin Ellis and the other Atlanteans, I knew I’d found my golden opportunity.” As if to punctuate the statement, she spit into the ruined mass of arachnid corpses. “Good riddance.”

Damn. This woman was a different kind of crazy. The kind where she’d undoubtedly be incredible in bed— but if I ever pissed her off, she’d probably burn half of Crest City down. Did I want to take that risk?

If I’d been thinking with my head, I probably wouldn’t.

But a different part of my anatomy was running the show, and had been ever since Melissa had gone back to being human in my arms.

Beneath us, the flames began to sputter and fade. The few spider corpses that were recognizable had ceased twitching, and most of the blood and ichor on the floor had evaporated before the immense heat and power of the third rail. I judged it safe to land and touched down a few feet away, just outside of where the carnage had been.

Almost immediately, a woman came running out of the darkness. When she saw Melissa in my arms, she screamed.

“She’s one of them!” the newcomer shouted, pointing a trembling finger at Melissa’s half-naked body. “That’s not a woman! It’s one of those spiders!”

“Calm down,” I commanded, setting Melissa on her feet. She wiped off her bare thighs with her fingers and wrapped her long dark hair around her body, using it as clothing like a princess in a dark fairy tale. “I know she’s one of them—but she’s on our side. For now, at least.”

Melissa gave me a hard look but knew better than to say anything. Good. I liked her a little more already.

“Dr. Simmons, I presume?” I asked, turning my attention from the spider woman to the blonde wearing a lab coat in my midst. “My name is Nick. Valetta asked me to save you. I’m a, uh… friend of hers.”

One look at Amanda Simmons was all it took to confirm Valetta had exquisite taste in women. The good doctor was a little older than the girls in my harem, probably only a year or two from her fortieth birthday if I had to guess, but what she lacked in youth she more than made up for in elegance and beauty. Even tied up and held prisoner by a gang of roving spiders, she looked as put together and seductive as the hot mom in a raunchy teen comedy. Her lab coat couldn’t hide the curves underneath, the swell of breast and ass caught my eye and filled my brain with depraved fantasies.

I couldn’t help picturing what her and Valetta looked like in bed together, their bodies writhing in pleasure, their sultry eyes begging me for release.

My gaze must have been even more intense than I’d thought. Dr. Simmons glanced away, a flush rising to her cheeks as she found herself unable to meet my eye. “Any friend of Valetta’s is a friend of mine,” she said, glancing at me from the corner of her eye. “You are, ah… like her, I see? A shifter?”

I grinned. “Something like that,” I said, lifting the Primal Talisman from its place beneath my shirt. “Only better.”

“You’re a Prime,” she said with a gasp, understanding flooding her face as she no doubt realized exactly what kind of friend I was to her former lover. “I thought your kind were lost forever…”

“That’s what the Atlanteans thought,” I growled, my hands balling into fists. “I intend to correct their misconception. In a way that will be very, very painful.”

“Oh really?” Melissa smirked. “You truly do mean to kill Benjamin Ellis, then?”

It didn’t even occur to me to lie. “You’re damned right,” I said, the words sounding like a tiger’s roar.

Something wicked flashed in Melissa’s violet eyes. “In that case,” she said, sounding more like her arachnid self than ever before, “I want to help.”

I’d expected something like this. I wasn’t ready to commit just yet—but for the moment, I didn’t need to. A little time and distance was what was needed.

Not to mention a break to clean all the spider guts off me.

“I’m going to take you to Valetta,” I told Dr. Simmons, making the easy decision first. “Melissa, you can come as well. I want you to tell me everything you know about Benjamin Ellis and the shifters protecting him. My other mates will want to speak to you, as well.”

“Of course.” Melissa nodded, as if this conversation were going exactly the way she’d predicted. “If indeed your goal is taking down Benjamin Ellis and the rest of the Atlanteans, then you’ll find me a willing ally.”

“Good,” I said, scanning the other side of the subway tunnel for any sign of my girls. Had they retreated to the surface when I commanded them to stay back, or were they waiting for me somewhere nearby. “We can discuss more specific plans later—”

Suddenly there was a silver fang beneath my chin.

Melissa held it, having removed it from God only knows where she hid the thing. A drop of green venom dribbled from the tip, sizzling in the chill of the subway tunnel.

“But,” she hissed, her eyes narrowing as if she had eight of them rather than two, “if you think to betray me, or sell me those Atlantean bastards, I’ll rip your balls off and feed them to you. Prime or no.”

I locked eyes with Melissa for a heart-stopping moment. Then I started to laugh.

“Oh, I like this one,” I said to Amanda, jerking a thumb in the spider shifter’s direction. “The crazy ones are the best. I get the feeling my harem’s going to hate you, though.”

“Let them,” Melissa said with a wicked smile. “I only care what you think of me, Prime. Your opinion is the only one that matters.”

In that, at least, she had the right attitude.

“Let’s head to the surface,” I told my two new companions, gesturing back the way I came. “The rest of my group ought to be waiting near the entrance to the underground. Once we get back to the Crest City Zoo, we can decompress and discuss the details of our partnership.”

Both women nodded. After the stress of captivity, the rush of combat, and the sight of so many spider shifters being burnt to a crisp inside the subway tunnels, Melissa and Amanda each looked as if they could use a break. Neither made any move to contradict me, and followed me through the tunnels like they’d been lost for days and I was guiding them back to freedom.

We’d almost reached the surface when my words finally hit Dr. Simmons.

“Wait a second,” Amanda asked, her eyes filling with disbelief. “You live in a zoo!?”


Chapter 9

The rest of my team waited for us at the surface. Once Amanda and Valetta had hugged, cried a bit, and reconnected, we headed back to the Crest City Zoo to plan our next steps.

Dr. Amanda Simmons’s appearance was welcome and expected—but Melissa’s was cause for concern. Several times on the drive back to our hideout, I caught my women sizing up the strange spider shifter, trying to make heads or tails of her. Sophie looked intimidated; Mira like she was looking forward to testing the new girl’s mettle in the bedroom. We had a while to go before either woman’s worries and desires became a factor, though.

“It’s all true!” Amanda said, babbling as we wound our way through the zoo’s exhibits toward Mira’s secret apartment. It was long past closing, though the nocturnal animals were out and about inside their cages and enclosures. Dr. Simmons hadn’t stopped talking the whole drive back—it was as if seeing Valetta again had shattered some kind of dam inside of her that had been holding her words in, and now they flowed out of her uncontrollably. Valetta didn’t seem to mind—nor did she mind the fact that Dr. Simmons spent most of the walk practically in her arms.

“I mean, I knew something had happened to you, and I was studying that Talisman,” Amanda said. “But right up until those creatures showed up, part of me was still thinking this would all turn out to be some secret government egghead project for the military or something like that. I mean, Atlantis? Talismans that turn people into animals, or give them magic powers? It just all sounded like science fiction…”

Valetta is LOVING this, I thought, shaking my head. I’d never seen my locust shifter looking so pleased with herself as when she held court for Amanda. The two of them had an easy, intimate rapport, and any of my women who hadn’t known about the pair’s previous relationship certainly realized it now.

“Oh, Amanda,” Valetta said, shaking her head with a laugh. “You are the most pragmatic woman I’ve ever met. I told you about all of this a hundred times, yet you didn’t believe it until a gang of shifters came knocking down your door.”

“I was so worried about you,” Amanda blurted, pausing in front of the door Mira had just opened. The stairwell down to the secret apartment loomed behind her, lit by old fluorescent tubes. “You disappeared without saying anything—you didn’t even leave a note! First, I worried I’d done something, then I worried there was something I hadn’t done… after that, I just worried.”

Valetta put her hands on Amanda’s shoulders. “I’m alright,” she said. “Things are… different, now, to be certain. But I’m sure there’s still a place for you and your research, Amanda.”

As she finished her sentence, Valetta looked hopefully at me. I gave her an almost imperceptible nod, letting her know I found her lover just as intoxicating as she once had. I could see the word THREESOME unfurling behind Valetta’s eyes like a fucking banner.

She hummed with excitement as she led Amanda down the stairs. Melissa followed at the back of the pack, content to sit on the sidelines.

As we reached the bottom, Amanda stiffened. “You’re sure this isn’t all some Deep State biological tech?” she asked, making a last second saving throw in the direction of science and rationality. “There really was a kingdom of Atlantis, and Mu, and they fought like some sort of fantasy movie?”

“I’m afraid so,” I said, chuckling. “I couldn’t believe it at first, either. It wasn’t until I turned into a fucking tiger that I realized it was all real.”

Opening up Mira’s apartment always felt like coming home. On this occasion, it felt like coming home to a clean home. Maybe it was Valetta’s influence, or maybe my natural authority had finally convinced the girls to pick up around the damn place. Either way, the empty wine bottles and boxes of pizza I’d expected to have to wade through had vanished, replaced with a living room that looked almost new.

As if on cue, the one member of our group who hadn’t accompanied us to the subway emerged from the bedroom. Felicia looked like she’d just come from the gym, in a tight athletic top and a pair of skintight yoga pants that made her ass look amazing. I knew from the smells in and around the zoo that she hadn’t gone any further than the entrance to the stairwell today—which meant she’d spent our little adventure cleaning up on the home front.

A lingerie model who cleans, I thought, shaking my head as Felicia made a little ta-da motion and twirled in the center of the room. Will wonders never cease?

“Felicia!” Mira stood in the entranceway of her apartment, a look of utter shock on her pretty face. “Holy shit, girl! You’ve been busy!”

Felicia’s lips curled into a smile. “I was worried about you all,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts in a way that made her cleavage look even more mouth-watering. “I wanted to give you the sort of welcome you deserve. You’re all battle heroes, as far as I’m concerned.”

“So are you,” I assured her. “We know what you’re like when your back’s against the wall, Felicia. Thank you for making this place feel like a home.”

Sophie was already moving toward the kitchen. “What is that smell?” she asked, her stomach rumbling like a hungry animal. “Oh my gawd it smells so amazing…”

Felicia gave us a look like a fox who’d just been put in charge of henhouse security. “Surprise!” she said, flashing the model-perfect smile that had gotten her on so many magazine covers. “I figured that heroes also need a feast when they come back from battle, so I took the liberty of ordering grub for dinner from a few places…”

A few places turned out to be an understatement. Felicia must have had an armada of delivery drivers running to and from every section of the city. A smorgasbord of delicious food covered Mira’s kitchen table, with nearly every type of cuisine available in Crest City represented. A dozen different smells hit my nostrils, making my mouth water like a leaky faucet.

My women fell upon the banquet as if they hadn’t eaten in weeks. I did the same, tearing into some pizza and hot wings as Felicia went around the table serving drinks and passing out silverware. For a long while, our conversations took a hiatus as we focused on stuffing our faces full of delicious food.

As I ate, I realized something. My mates had all been stuffing themselves like absolute pigs ever since binding themselves to me, yet they hadn’t gained so much as an ounce. Each of them still looked as if they spent hours in the gym working on their perfect bikini bodies, though I knew from experience the only exercise they got was either on the battlefield or in the bedroom.

Must be an effect of the Primal Talisman, I thought, glancing down at myself as I polished off a beer Felicia had brought me. My abs had gained even more definition since the last time I checked them—I was starting to look like an Olympic athlete, even though I hadn’t done a single thing to earn it.

Considering the circumstances, I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. I looked good, my women looked amazing, and whatever power kept us all that way I was simply grateful for.

Nearly two thirds of the food on the table had been eaten by the time the sounds of feasting slowed down. Now that our primal hungers had been satiated, my women took their time being choosy about dessert, picking the most delectable morsels remaining for themselves. I noticed with some surprise that they’d left nothing behind for me—then, with something like amazement, I watched as each of my girls handed over a piece of their dessert.

“Tributes,” Mira said, arching a brow at the look on my face. “The leader always gets the best of everything, Nick. You of all people ought to know that by now.”

I grinned and took a nibble of the dessert Mira gave me—half her slice of chocolate suicide cake. “I’m glad you’re all so good at sharing,” I said, fixing each woman in turn with my lascivious gaze. “Because this won’t be the only time you watch me eat what belongs to me.”

A flush spread around the table. Honestly, most of them looked like they wouldn’t mind watching me eat a few of them right here and now. Hell, that was more my idea of dessert, but we had business to discuss, first.

Mira understood. “So,” she said, glancing at each member of the team to make certain that they were ready to move onto the next phase of our meeting. “First of all, I’d like to welcome our two guests to my home. Both of you are free to stay for as long as you like. And if either of you find that you’re interested in joining our team—”

“Which, like, why wouldn’t you be?” Sophie added with a giggle.

Mira shot an irritated look in her little sister’s direction. “—then all you need to do is speak with our Prime. Should you find that intimidating, you may speak to me, and I’ll bring your petition to our leader.”

I did a double take. “Intimidating? Me?”

Every set of eyes around the table fixed on me.

“You can definitely be intimidating, Daddy,” Sophie whispered, her tone as smoldering as a bonfire on the verge of a blaze. “In a good way, of course!”

Before I could add anything to that, a little noise from the other side of the table stopped me. “Thank you all so much for your help,” Amanda said, looking grateful to have found herself in such a wonderful situation. I couldn’t help but notice she’d plopped herself down right next to Valetta as soon as the food had been unveiled, and that the two of them kept sharing little glances as they ate. I’ll have to do something about that sooner or later, I thought, the tiger within me giving a growl. Unless Dr. Simmons joins us, of course, at which point, I’ll encourage it…

“Yes,” Melissa added. She had barely touched her food—she seemed far more interested in taking in as much information about our group and the hideout as possible. Her violet eyes devoured everything around her the way I devoured food. If she really was a spy, which I doubted, she made a damned good one. “It’s kind of you to give us a choice. Many shifter alphas with your kind of power would take the two of us, without giving us any say in the matter.” She grinned as if she’d been hoping I might do that the moment we’d made it back to the apartment. “Such control mixed with such power… you’re truly a force to be reckoned with, Prime.”

I didn’t let her compliments penetrate too deeply. Melissa still had a double helping of crazy in those violet eyes.

“Yes, well,” Mira said, looking pleased by the dispositions of both our new members. “While no one would argue that we haven’t done a good deed today, the fact of the matter is that we’re no closer to completing the objective Natasha gave us. We need to take down Benjamin Ellis. All we’ve achieved is discovering one place we know he isn’t.”

“That’s not entirely fair,” I said, working my way through my pieces of each woman’s dessert in turn. A man could get used to these kinds of tributes, I thought, picturing the way they’d tribute me something else later. “We also killed a whole hell of a lot of spiders.”

Mira beamed at that. “You killed a whole hell of a lot of spiders, Nick. We didn’t do much except sit around and look pretty.”

“Which we’re great at,” Sophie added with a giggle.

Mira turned to Amanda. The blonde scientist had her hand on top of Valetta’s—at the attention from the rest of the table, it shot away as if she’d rested it on top of an oven on full blast.

“Dr. Simmons,” Mira said, pointedly ignoring the gesture. “Or should we call you Amanda?”

“Amanda is fine,” she said, wiping a sheen of sweat from her forehead. I wasn’t sure which had her more flustered—being in the presence of Valetta, me, or a whole harem of gorgeous, free-spirited babes. Either way, I understood how overwhelming it could be. “I doubt I’m going to be able to go back to the University for quite some time after all this. Those Atlanteans you all speak about will be hunting me now.”

Mira nodded, giving a sympathetic smile. “You’re more than welcome to hide out here as long as you’d like,” she said, though the little glance she cast Valetta’s way told the doctor she was treading on some dangerous ground with her affections. “What can you tell us about Ellis, Amanda?”

Amanda sighed and wrung her hands. “Not much, I’m afraid.” She sounded upset to be letting us down—like she knew how much we needed a lead. “I never met the man himself—just the shifters who serve him. They tied me up in the subway and left me there.”

“Do you have any idea what they were after?” Mira asked, taking point. “Other than your Talisman, I mean.”

Amanda shook her head. “Valetta told me they trashed my lab. I have to imagine they were after my research, either to find out what I’d learned or keep me from learning more, but they never interrogated me.” She let out a pained little noise. “Hell, they barely fed me. I get the impression that if Benjamin Ellis even thought about me at all, it was just as a loose end. Something to be stashed away in the dark.”

Valetta gave her former lover’s hand a squeeze. “You’re in the light now,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. “With all of us.”

No one commented on that, but I felt the tension in the room ratchet up another degree. Either I was going to pound Amanda’s brains out soon, adding her to my list of mates, or Valetta was going to have to be disciplined. From the looks on my women’s faces, they weren’t sure which possibility made them hotter.

Mira cleared her throat, a displeased look on her face. My second in command had tolerated the closeness between one of my mates and a woman who hadn’t yet joined my harem, but it was clear she couldn’t let it go on any longer. I wondered which way the pot would go once it boiled over. Would we end up binding Amanda much sooner than I’d anticipated, or would the good doctor try to fight back?

“I know where Ben Ellis is,” Melissa said, taking a sip of her tea like she spoke of the weather.

Every head in the kitchen turned to stare at her. Melissa’s violet eyes flashed with mirth, like she knew we’d all been waiting to hear this. She’d waited until just the right moment to drop the bomb, inserting it into the conversation like a juicy bit of drama.

For the umpteenth time, I reminded myself how dangerous this woman was.

“You know?” Alison shared a confused glance with Mira, her voice coming out as a strangled cry. “Then why didn’t you tell us?”

Melissa’s eyes locked with mine, the corner of her lip curling in a smirk.

“You didn’t ask.”

I scooted my chair back, fixing the spider shifter with a gaze twice as intense as hers. For a moment, she met it head on—then she glanced away, wilting somewhat.

Thank God, I thought. Melissa might have been as crazy as a bag of snakes, but she recognized a superior power when she came up against it. I’d started to worry she might not accept my authority, but the look on her face told me she could be submissive when the time was right.

I just had to make that time right myself.

“I’m asking now,” I grunted, returning to my dessert. God damn but having a bit of a dozen desserts was so much better than having a larger piece of a single one. It worked that way for women, so why not food? “Spill it, Melissa. If you want to join the group, you can’t keep secrets from us. You ought to know that.”

Those violet eyes widened a touch, shocked by the vehemence in my voice. Then she reasserted herself, straightening her shoulders as if disciplined by a superior officer.

“Jotun Canyon,” she said, looking around the table to see if anyone recognized the name. “His home—well, one of his homes, in any case—overlooks Jotun.”

I folded my hands on the table. Interesting.

“I’ve been there,” I said, surprising a few of the women at the table. “It’s about thirty minutes north of the city. Less if we fly. Gorgeous vistas, especially at night. Feels almost like a whole other planet…”

Alison gave a little start of recognition. “Crest City University puts on periodic field trips to that area to dig,” she said, cocking her head to the side. “There’s lots of cool old fossils out in the desert. I didn’t realize you were into archeology, though, Nick.”

I held up my hands. “You got me,” I said with a chuckle. “Back in middle school, I had a fantasy of being the next Indiana Jones. Plus I had a girlfriend at the time who was into it. Camping under the stars, out in nature… it’s beautiful.”

“Benjamin Ellis loves beautiful things,” Melissa said, a trace of bitterness in her tone. “Landscapes, women, fine clothes, and jewelry. Film roles. But he loves them the way you’d love a fine painting or a lacquered box. He’s bloodless that way. Not to mention a total creep.”

I felt my hackles rise at this new information. “What do you mean by that, Melissa?”

For a moment I felt sure she wouldn’t respond—then she sighed and pulled something out of the long tangles of her hair. She slid it across the table toward me, trusting in Mira and the others to hand it over to me.

“That key card will get you into the estate,” Melissa said, the tinge of disgust in her voice turning into a full-on flood. “And before you ask—no, I’ve never used it.”

I couldn’t feel any trace of falsehood in her words, but their content still caused me to raise an eyebrow. “Ben Ellis gave you the key to his personal, canyonside estate?”

Melissa made a face. “Like I said, he’s a sleazeball,” she said, rolling her eyes. “He slipped that in my hands one night when I was on guard duty and told me I should come visit.” She made a retching sound. “I swear I’ve never done anything with him, Prime. He merely hoped I would.”

“I thought you said he didn’t appreciate women,” I said, frowning. “That he viewed them the way some people do paintings, or fancy jewelry.”

“Oh, he most certainly does,” Melissa said with verve. “He uses us as a way of keeping score, Prime. It’s not about pleasure or feeling manly with Ellis—it’s just adding more notches to his bedpost. Having more of them than other men, the same way he does with everything else that matters in this world.”

I grunted. I’d known men like Ben Ellis—particularly in college. Guys who chased after as many women as humanly possible, without even seeming to really like the girls they were trying to get with. They reminded me of the people who tried to min-max old RPG games when I was growing up—it wasn’t about feeling good or making a connection, but just being able to say they got laid more than everybody else.

I had a bit of that in my bloodstream too—after all, I had to in order to be master of a harem with so many women. But I never wanted to add women to my group just to have them. I admired them for their beauty, their strength, their utter savagery in combat and in lovemaking. I wasn’t just racking up a high score—my goal was to build an army, one that could take down those Atlantean assholes once and for all.

I could see Melissa knew that. Her eyes shone more keenly with each passing minute, her interest in me and my clan growing by leaps and bounds.

“So we go there,” I said, tucking the card into a hidden pocket along with my clutch of Talismans. “Tonight. Felicia and I fly in overhead with two shifters clutched in our claws, while Sophie and Melissa go right through the front gate with this keycard. We ambush Ellis before he knows what’s going on—take him out, bring his corpse to Natasha, and collect our reward.”

It sounded like a good plan, and all my girls knew it. Except for Melissa, who’d started shaking her head almost the moment I began laying it out.

“I’m sorry, my Prime,” she said, sounding almost as if she were a part of the group already. “But that won’t work.”

Mira, Alison, and Felicia shot daggers at her. Melissa not only looked smug to be the one giving us this information, she also looked like she had me eating out of the palm of her hand. I knew the girl was crazy, but pissing off most of my harem in one fell swoop wasn’t the kind of thing I’d have figured even she would do.

“Why not?” I asked, then recentered myself. “Maybe you’d better start at the beginning, Melissa. Give us a full report.”

“Gladly.” She looked pleased as punch to have the run of the table. God, I’m going to have to watch her, I reminded myself. “Benjamin Ellis’s estate is located in a spot that’s almost impossible to reach. The only path by ground requires you to drive up a narrow canyon road, with over a dozen switchbacks over the precipice. During each, you’ll be watched by security drones—he has several patrolling the grounds at all times, keeping watch on visitors.”

“To stop other clans from attacking him?” Mira asked, taken aback.

“Mostly to stop paparazzi,” Melissa said with a wicked grin. “He has far more to fear from the human press than he does from most shifters. Though of course the drones don’t fire on the paparazzi, not even the most annoying ones.”

Shit.

“They have weapons?” I asked.

“Many,” Melissa said, glancing over at Alison and Mira. “I’ve been told by two of your mates that you’re already familiar with Inhibitors. Ellis’s drones are armed with extremely powerful versions of Inhibitors, along with conventional weapons designed to shred armor as well as flesh—”

I held up a hand. “Hold on a second. What the fuck are Inhibitors?”

Melissa looked confused.

“This is my fault,” Mira blurted, stepping into the fray. “Inhibitors are what Atlanteans call the special darts that cause the powers of lesser shifters to falter. You fought off their effects twice; once at the Crest City stadium, and once in the basement of Alexei Koschei’s mansion.”

I nodded. Meanwhile, Melissa’s eyes grew as wide as dinner plates.

“It was you who attacked Koschei’s mansion?” she asked, guffawing when she realized I was serious. “You wouldn’t believe how upset the True Shifters are about that attack. It’s been the only topic of conversation among the Atlanteans for days.”

“I plan to do a whole hell of a lot more than that,” I said, motioning for Melissa to continue. “So if we can’t just drive up and stick the key card in the front gates, what use is it to us? How do we ambush Ben Ellis without him realizing he’s about to be attacked by my clan?”

Melissa’s already broad smile widened further. “There’s only one way. We have to go above them.”

“Above?”

She gestured above her head, as if a cloud of angry wasps flew between her and the ceiling. “Above all of it. The drones, the radar, the other defensive measures. That’s how Ben Ellis suggested I come and meet him—in secret. The keycard will open the rear door as easily as it will the front; should we land with a small team around the back of the building, we should be able to slip in without being noticed.” Melissa’s smile took on practically demonic dimensions. “As long as I’m there with you to guide you through security.”

The other shoe dropped. So that’s it, huh? Information in exchange for protection? Well, it was a deal I’d made plenty of times before. Melissa was far from the first beautiful woman who’d given me something in exchange for access to my clan.

If she could get us into Ellis’s estate without being detected, she’d be worth it.

“‘Opens the rear door as easily as the front,’” Sophie mused, an upturned smirk on her barely legal face. “You should know all about that, Mira, right?”

Her face turned as red as a stop sign. “You bitch,” she whispered, hiding her eyes with her hand.

Amanda made a confused expression. “I don’t understand,” she said, glancing over at Valetta as if the locust shifter could explain everything. “What’s this about the backdoor? Is there some secret exit to the hideout that I should be aware of…?”

The blonde trailed off as my other women began to laugh.

“Private joke,” I said, looking around at my team. They all looked more than ready to help me take down Benjamin Ellis—and I knew Natasha wouldn’t wait around forever for me to deliver the goods. We needed a plan, and soon. “When do we attack?”

The redness faded from Mira’s face as she slipped into planning mode. “There are preparations we’ll need to make,” she explained, nodding over at Sophie as if the two hadn’t been exchanging barbs a few minutes ago. “Ellis’s estate is likely to be even more protected than Koschei’s mansion was—specifically, because we burnt Koschei’s mansion to the ground. I’d like to collect a few tools that will help us slip into his inner sanctum undetected—and take out any shifter guards who spot us along the way.”

“Sounds good,” I said. This was beginning to sound more and more like a stealth assignment from the old Mission: Impossible TV show. I’d always liked the TV series better than the movies. “Mira, you divide the team up however you think you need to. We’ll say tomorrow night will be best for attacking, as long as everything lines up correctly?”

“Perfect,” she said. “Should be just enough time for us to get what we need.”

After that, the topics of conversation turned away from the business at hand. Sophie and Mira gave each other more shit, while the rest of the girls fell into an easy rapport that spoke to their familiarity as harem mates and team members. Amanda knew well enough to stay on the other side of the line as far as Valetta was concerned, and the rest of the dinner passed without incident.

It wasn’t until afterward, once the girls broke for the evening, that I had to think about anything other than food and warm, yielding female flesh. I’d just been about to go over and see how Amanda and Valetta felt about a little private bedroom time when a hand came down on my shoulder. Turning, I saw that it was Alison’s.

“Hey, Nick.” She flashed an awkward smile, as if she knew the plans I had for that night and was aware she’d thrown a wrench into them. “Is it possible that I can speak to you for a few minutes? Alone?”

“Oh, you want him first?” Sophie asked with a laugh. But the rest of the harem looked serious, and even Sophie trailed off when she realized that whatever Alison had in mind, a quick fuck outside the apartment wasn’t part of it.

“Sure thing,” I said, taking Alison by the hand. “It’s getting a little crowded in here, anyway. Add finding some bigger digs to the list of things to tackle tomorrow, Mira.”

“Can do,” Mira said, shooting me a mock-salute. “Only a few of us are going to stay here overnight tonight. Sophie has a thing, and Felicia’s going to do some patrolling. So there’ll be spaces for all of you.”

Spaces to have sex, she means, I realized with a start. Mira was already laying the groundwork for me to, well, lay my new women. Melissa looked more than ready to take the plunge and join the harem for real, though Amanda seemed as if she hadn’t fully grasped the situation she’d found herself in just yet.

“Fantastic,” I said, taking Alison’s hand. “Be back in a bit. Don’t get into any trouble while I’m gone.”

“Don’t worry,” Mira said, grinning. “We most definitely will.”

I laughed. Then I headed upstairs to find out what was bugging Alison so badly.


Chapter 10

Night had fallen while my harem and I feasted below. A sky filled with brilliant stars sparkled above the Crest City Zoo, bathing the main pathways and exhibits in a romantic, moonlit glow. At this late hour, even some of the nocturnal creatures Mira looked after had gone to bed—other than the sounds of a few hooting owls and a panther prowling behind the wire fence of its enclosure, there wasn’t much activity from the creatures that called the zoo their home.

“Follow me,” Alison said. She made her way between the avian exhibits, her short skirt swishing around her hips and ass as she led the way. I didn’t mind a bit—I could watch a girl like Alison walk away all damned day. She looked good doing it.

Finally, we reached an overlook near the food court. Alison seated herself on a bench and motioned for me to join her. A nervous look flickered across her face, as if she’d had to psyche herself up to come out here alone with me and have this conversation.

What a change from the Alison I used to know, I couldn’t help thinking. For the longest time, I’d admired Alison from afar, watching her in whatever classes we shared at the local college. When we’d both been chosen to intern at the Crest City Museum, I’d been over the moon at the opportunity to spend so much time getting to know her (and hopefully flirting with her). Even though she’d been the one to make the first move in our relationship, thanks to the Primal Talisman’s influence, I’d always been a little intimidated by her: her style, her grace, the way she walked around as an absolutely top-tier slice of college girl ass without ever letting it give her a big head about how drop dead sexy she looked.

There was a time in my life when meeting with Alison alone beneath the stars like this would have left me shaking and sweating. Now? I was cool as a cucumber, secure in my multiple relationships with beautiful women.

Alison included.

“So I take it you really didn’t want the first crack at me tonight?” I asked with the panty-melting smirk I’d been practicing on my harem since first coming into my powers. “The rest of the girls are weeping beneath our feet right now, Alison. They were looking forward to a little fun.”

“I know,” she said, sounding like she meant it. “Believe me, the last thing I want is to get in the way of you getting closer with those babes, Nick. Shit, that Melissa… she looks absolutely crazy, but the kind where you know you’re going to love every minute of it.”

“That’s what I was thinking, too,” I said, patting Alison’s thigh. “So what’s up?”

She blushed and looked away. “This isn’t a jealousy thing,” she said, as if daring me to accuse her of pulling me away from my harem on purpose. “I just… I wanted to talk to you about the way things are going, Nick. I’m kind of worried about the direction you’re taking. Not just you, but this whole group you’ve surrounded yourself with.”

Wow. Alison sounded troubled. Considering what a calm, in control person she was when dealing with museum PR or surrounding herself with high-value donors, that meant a lot.

“In what way?” I asked, leaning back against the bench. It really was one hell of a view of the zoo—I could see almost the whole place backlit in the moonlight. The girl next to me made the view even sweeter.

Alison showed her teeth. She didn’t like contradicting me—none of the women did. I wasn’t sure if it was something the Primal Talisman put in them, or just my natural energy.

“This list,” she said, glancing down at the space between her feet. “The three Atlanteans you agreed to… to take down for Natasha. You’re going to kill them, Nick.”

I gave a little start. “Of course I am,” I said, my brows furrowing together. “They’re threatening our group. What else is there to say?”

Alison nibbled on her bottom lip, looking nervous. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

I did a double take as I looked over the cute co-ed. “Well now,” I said. “I never took you for the squeamish sort, Alison. You’ve dealt out plenty of violence up until now—what’s got you full of all these second thoughts?”

She shook her head almost as soon as the word squeamish passed my lips. “This isn’t about violence,” she said, straightening up in her seat. “We’ve been in plenty of fights together. But back at the stadium, or at Koschei’s mansion, we were fighting for our survival. We were acting in self-defense against monsters who wanted us dead.”

“That’s what we’re still doing,” I said, frowning. “We’re just being smarter about it—”

“Are you sure?” Alison’s eyes told me she’d wrestled with this question for a while—and that she was more than a little surprised I hadn’t been doing the same. “Defending ourselves is one thing. Hunting down True Shifters for Natasha, going down a list of people to kill… it sounds a hell of a lot like you’ve become a hitman, Nick. An assassin. And the Nick I knew back at the Museum was anything but.”

Her last sentence made the hair on the back of my neck stand up—and not in a good way. “I’m not the Nick you knew back at the Museum,” I said. My tone was more heated than it needed to be, but fuck—I wasn’t used to being talked to this way by a member of my harem. Not anymore.

It hurt to remember that Alison knew the old me. The Nick who hadn’t been man enough to realize she was as into me as I was her, smack her ass, then lead her into a secluded stairwell at the museum and command her to get on her knees…

“I know you’re not,” Alison said, as if she were thinking the same thing. “And that’s a good thing, Nick—really, it is. You’re our Prime, which makes you a killer. But it doesn’t make you a murderer. And I think there’s a difference between the two.”

There was. As much as I hated to admit it, Alison made a decent point. The fact that I didn’t want to hear it meant I needed to hear it all the more. It was tempting to just toss my cares away, put together a hitlist of Atlanteans, and let my girls and I rip them apart one by one. But we had to be smart about this.

For a few moments, I stared at the avian enclosure, thinking. A lonesome owl hooted into the night, its cry returned by another bird somewhere far off in the distance.

“You’re mad at me now,” Alison said. “I shouldn’t have said anything. You’re in charge—your word is law. I’m just trying to give you the wisest council I can, Nick.”

Slowly, I nodded. “I know. And I appreciate it. I’m thinking over your words, that’s all.”

Alison gave a start. “Oh!” She glanced away, then back at me, a sensuous little look flickering across her face. “Well, would you like me to give you a quick blowjob while you’re thinking?”

That’s my girl, I thought, grinning. For a minute, I’d been worried we actually had a problem between me and Alison.

“Tends to interfere with the thinking process.” I chuckled. “Not that your sweet little mouth isn’t amazing. I fucking love the things you do to me when you’re on your knees.”

She beamed at the compliment. “I understand,” she said, resting her head in the hollow of my shoulder. “Besides, you’ve got to save your strength for later tonight. I have a feeling neither of those new girls are going to see the sunrise without becoming members of our harem.”

I’d been thinking along the same lines. For a time, we sat there together, a chilly wind blowing across the zoo as we reclined beneath the stars.

Eventually, I felt like I was on firmer ground. “It’s not murder,” I said, glancing over at Alison. Her head fit perfectly in the space between my arm and my shoulder. She looked up at me, batting her eyelashes in a way that was so cute it made my heart hurt. “Not when it’s the right thing to do.”

She didn’t stop looking cute, but her lips formed a tight little line. “And you’re sure it’s the right thing to do?”

A few minutes ago, I hadn’t been. But now, after thinking it over, I was.

“It is,” I said, meaning it. “These Atlanteans—they’re not just bad people. They suck the life force out of innocents, draining them to extend their lives and their power for centuries. They’re like vampires, babe. Which makes them monsters, not men. It’s not a crime to kill a monster.”

Alison snickered, then looked out over the zoo. “One sword for men,” she intoned, pretending to swing a steel blade over our bench. “And one for monsters.”

I looked at her, my eyes wide. “I didn’t know you were into fantasy novels,” I said.

Alison punched me gently in the side, her knuckles grazing my abs. “I’m not,” she said, flashing a guilty look in my direction. “The games were super cool, though. I haven’t been into an RPG like that before or since…”

“Me either,” I admitted. For a time, we were silent, me just basking in the shock of the fact that my chipper co-ed had apparently played all the way through Witcher 3. I wonder if she romanced Triss or Yennefer, I thought, then gave myself a silent reminder to ask the next time she lay next to me in bed sweaty and satisfied.

Alison squeezed my hand. “This Natasha,” she said, looking at me like she was aware she’d just walked out onto even thinner ice. “Do you really think we can trust her to hold up her end of the bargain? Can we trust her at all?”

Now it was my turn to snort. “Hell no. Of course we can’t. God only knows what’s going on inside her head. Whether she’s on our side or not, she’s a True Shifter—which means we can’t trust her in the slightest.”

Alison gave a start and sat up straight, surprised. “But—”

I shook my head, cutting her off. “It doesn’t matter if we can trust her,” I said, chiding her for asking the wrong questions. Who gave a shit about whether Natasha was trustworthy, in the grand scheme of things? “The only thing that matters is that she’s offering us something. Something we need.”

Alison’s eyes grew unfocused as she looked out into the distance. “The Talismans,” she said, pressing up against my pocket. The clutch of Talismans I’d looted from Dr. Ahriman’s body was inside the pocket on the opposite side of my jacket, so she didn’t feel anything at all. Well, besides me. “Can they really do all the things Amanda talked about?”

“I don’t know,” I said. I didn’t care much. “I just know they can put a dent in the Atlanteans. Right now, we’re fighting for every advantage we can get, and the Talismans we looted are a huge one. We need to get onto more even footing with those bastards.” I looked up at the stars and frowned. “We also need to find out more about this Unveiling.”

Alison hung from me, her legs kicking against the asphalt surface of the zoo’s trail. “I forgot all about that.” I couldn’t blame her, considering how much we’d been through in the last week—though I could never allow myself to forget important things like that. “What do you think it is?”

“Something bad,” I said, shaking my head. “No doubt. And if there’s a way to put a stop to it before it gets bad, I’m taking it.”

A tremor passed through Alison’s lithe body. “How can we, Nick? These monsters have run the world since there was a world to run! They’re so powerful…”

She was practically begging me to move into reassurance mode—which I did with a smile. Alison knew how to bring out all the protective instincts in me.

“Sure, our clan is weak compared to the Atlanteans now,” I said, squeezing her taut tummy as I pulled her closer. “But we won’t be for long. Not when we suck the energy out of those monsters and use it against them to power up our clan members. They have all the advantages, sure, but we have a way to use those very same advantages against them. We will win, Alison. I promise you that, from the bottom of my heart.”

A smile spread across her face. “So if we do this the way Natasha wants, she’ll teach us how to use the Talismans,” she purred, scooting back against me beneath the stars. “Does that mean I’ll have a Talisman to wear?”

I laughed. She couldn’t hold back a smile at the idea of getting more powerful. Like all the rest of my mates, Alison wanted to serve me in the best way possible—and be the best girl she could be. A bit of a competitive streak ran through my harem, pushing each of my girls to outshine the others in both the looks and the powers department. A weaker man would have told them to knock it off, but I liked watching them fight each other. Especially when they were all so nice and sexy about it.

“Hell, you might have two,” I said, giving Alison’s inner thigh a squeeze. “If what Mira and the others are saying is true, there’s a lot of Atlanteans who deserve the same kind of treatment they gave to poor Dr. Evans. And I have no intention of letting these”—here I pulled out the group of Talismans I kept concealed in my pocket—“be the only Talismans I use to power up our clan.”

Alison’s eyes shone at that, reflecting the moonlight. A cool blast of air blew across the zoo, kicking up her skirt and making her shiver. Alison belatedly realized she’d come out here without a coat or jacket—she’d been relying on me for warmth.

“As much fun as it is watching the stars with you, I think we’d better get back inside,” she said, shuddering as another gust of wind blew across the plaza. “It’s really getting cold out here!”

“I don’t mind,” I said, realizing with a start that I didn’t feel the cold in the slightest. A gentle pulse thrummed from the Primal Talisman, filling me with a warmth that shoved off the chill. I hadn’t even known it was protecting me, but now I understood. The Talisman shielded me from heat and cold—which could be useful knowledge for the future.

Alison looked me up and down. “You really don’t,” she said, rising to her feet. Her sleek legs looked as pale as milk, trembling gently the more she tried to hold herself upright. “I’d say you could maybe warm me up, but I think there’s others who need you more than I do tonight…”

She understood me so well. I kissed Alison on the mouth, holding her against me and letting her bask in my warmth.

“You got it,” I said, purring like a lion against her neck. “But later, once those two have been added to the harem…”

“You’ll owe me,” Alison finished with a giggle. “Don’t worry, I won’t forget. I look forward to being the first harem girl to be eaten alive in front of the rest of the group. I’ll make sure to wear some special panties for the occasion.”

With that thought to warm me, I didn’t even need the Primal Talisman as I made my way back below. My new harem girls awaited.

Assuming I could convince them that joining the clan was their destiny, that is.


Chapter 11

“Hello?” I asked, pushing open the door to Mira’s apartment. “Anybody home?”

Mira had promised I’d have plenty of space beneath the zoo tonight, but I hadn’t expected her to empty the place out completely! The living room was empty, no one was hanging out on the couches or stretched across the floor reading a book the way I’d expected. I didn’t even hear the usual sounds of conversation and clinking glasses from the kitchen. Had everyone just decided to leave?

Alison had. After our impromptu meeting, she’d agreed to hang back for a while in warmer enclosures, leaving the task of binding our newest clan members to me. At the very least, I’d expected Melissa and Amanda to be waiting for me at the door. Where the hell was everyone?

My senses went on high alert. Mira’s apartment being so empty could have just been my girls wanting to give me some space—or it could have been a sign that we’d been attacked. The dinner Felicia laid out for us rose to the forefront of my mind as I paced across the living room. How many delivery drivers had come to the Crest City Zoo to drop off that feast? What if one or more of them were Atlanteans in disguise, finally piercing the camouflage of our hideout?

I was halfway to the kitchen when the sounds of footsteps reached my ears. Not from in front of me, from either of the bathrooms or bedrooms Mira reclaimed from the empty space beneath the Zoo.

From the stairwell behind me.

Moving on instinct, I jumped behind the nearest couch. Fur erupted across the backs of my palms as my hands turned into tiger’s claws, vicious and ready to maul any attacker. If someone thought they could sneak into Mira’s hiding place and hurt my harem, they were about to get a lesson in what a bad idea pissing off a Prime could be.

From my hiding place I heard the door swing open. Only the fact that it might be Alison coming back downstairs against my wishes kept me from pouncing. I held myself ready, my heart thundering against my ribcage, ready to strike.

“I can see you back there,” a female voice said, sounding both afraid and turned on. “Is that you, Nick? Is something wrong?”

I relaxed. That was Amanda’s voice.

“What the fuck were you doing outside?” I asked, rising from my hiding place. “You’re supposed to stay in the hideout, where you’re safe…”

I trailed off. Because I could see exactly what Amanda Simmons had been doing outside.

She wasn’t alone. Valetta stood beside her.

I glared at the raven-haired beauty, my nostrils flaring. “What were you two doing out there?” I growled, nearly losing control of the tiger within me.

Valetta saw the rage within me. She made a face of almost comical worry, holding up both her hands to indicate she was no threat. “Nothing, my Prime, I swear! Not like you’re thinking, I promise!”

A surge of blood pounded in my ears. Making naughty jokes around the dinner table was one thing, but sneaking off with a woman outside of the clan? Behind my back? I felt like I could tear Valetta limb from limb, locust form or no.

Amanda looked from me to Valetta, then back again, suddenly understanding.

“Oh shit,” she said, taking in my agitated state with a note of concern. “We weren’t fooling around, Nick. Valetta was just explaining a few things to me. About your harem, and her new place in your clan!”

“I wanted her to understand,” Valetta said, seeing the look on my face. “For her to have all the facts before she decided whether or not to join us. I’m so sorry, my Prime. I wouldn’t want to even have the appearance of trying to defy you!”

Slowly, the tide of anger within me began to ebb. “You swear this,” I said, fixing Valetta with an intense stare.

Valetta didn’t hesitate. “I swear by my bones and blood that I will never lie to my Prime. Nor will I ever hide the truth from him, or keep back anything he ought to know. If I break this oath, may I never feel the touch of my Prime again.”

By the end of her oath, Amanda was staring at the locust shifter like she’d grown a second head. “My goodness,” she whispered, clearly not understanding until now how seriously I took my women’s obedience. “That is one hell of a promise to make, Valetta.”

Yet I had already begun to relax. I knew there was no way Valetta could go back on her word after a proclamation like that—which meant she and Amanda really had been talking about the future, rather than sneaking off together for a late-night quickie. I could trust her, no matter what, thanks to the bond between us.

“It is,” I said, looking at Valetta with pride. “But it’s necessary. Especially when one of my women runs off to be alone with someone not in my clan.”

Spots of color rose to Amanda’s cheeks, her embarrassment visible for anyone to see. “I hadn’t meant to make you think that,” she said, realizing she’d been in the wrong. “Valetta was just explaining her situation to me. Apparently, a lot has happened since the last time I saw her.”

That was a major understatement. Valetta had spent months trapped inside the form of a fiendish locust monster, her powers altered by an experiment paid for by none other than Alexei Koschei. Thanks to us, those experiments had been brought to a halt and the scientist who’d performed them killed—but for Valetta, things would never quite be the same. She’d tried to kill me a half-dozen times in her locust form, and caused uncountable amounts of death and destruction across Crest City.

All while her former lover worked in a lab, wondering if she’d ever see her again.

“If she’s talked to you at length, then I’m sure Valetta has let you know how happy she is to be part of the clan,” I said.

“She has,” Amanda said, gesturing toward the couch. “There were some things I wanted to ask you, though. Before I make any kind of decision about my future. Perhaps we should sit down?”

Here we go, I thought. No doubt Valetta had spent her alone time with Amanda making the best case for the doctor to join our clan along with her. I wouldn’t mind having Dr. Simmons on our team—she knew more than almost any human about the energies that powered the Atlantean’s Talismans, and she was a hot older lady to boot. I didn’t have any MILFs in my harem just yet, and diversifying my bedroom felt like a good idea.

“Sure,” I said, heading over and sitting down. “Valetta, there should be a bottle of wine in one of the bottom drawers of Mira’s fridge. Go uncork it and pour the three of us a glass, would you?”

Amanda blinked. “Oh, I don’t think that’s necessary—”

“Just one glass,” Valetta purred, fixing the scientist with the kind of gaze that had no doubt made her panties hit the floor hard enough to leave a mark before she’d met me. “You, me, and the Prime. What do you say?”

There was no way Amanda could say no to that. “Well… fine,” she said, a faint smile lighting up her features. “I suppose one won’t hurt.”

With a grin, Valetta sashayed into the kitchen, leaving Amanda and me on the couch. I made no secret of staring at her ass as she stepped away, watching it jiggle from side to side.

“Ah,” I said once Valetta was gone. “I could watch that woman walk away all goddamned day.”

“Nick!” she said, her cheeks flushing deeper as she covered her lips with her fingers.

“What? You and I have a mutual appreciation for that booty. She makes me hard, and she makes you wet. Why pretend otherwise?”

Amanda’s mouth worked soundlessly for a few moments while she tried to come up with a good response. I could see the wheels turning in her head, getting stuck on the fact that she was just as turned on staring at Valetta as I was.

“I… I guess that’s just not the way I’m used to doing things,” she admitted, too shy to meet my eye.

“Well, it’s the way we do things in the clan,” I said with a shrug. “You want to join us, you’ll get used to it sooner or later. Probably sooner.” I glanced at the empty door to the kitchen, knowing we only had a minute or two before Valetta came back. “Go ahead with your questions.”

I expected Amanda to ask about the harem. What sorts of things she’d have to do in order to serve me and be part of the group, how her previous relationship with the locust shifter would affect the dynamic of the clan—that sort of thing. I’d prepared myself for it and had several good answers at the ready.

“Beastmages,” Amanda said, leaning forward with an excited look on her face.

I met her gaze, my brows furrowing together with confusion. “Beastmages,” I repeated flatly.

“Did you really do it?” she asked, patting her thighs. “Valetta told me you turned the young girl and that brunette who took you away from the party earlier into Beastmages—that you gave them the elements of Wind and Fire. Was she telling the truth?”

“Valetta always tells the truth,” I said, still confused. “You heard the oath—”

Amanda’s jaw dropped. “But that’s incredible! All the research materials I have about the Atlanteans claim the Beastmages were wiped out during the inter-civilization war! Not that I have a lot of primary sources or anything like that, but still—you really gave ordinary human beings magical powers!?”

Holy shit, I thought. Amanda had transformed like magic. The shy, embarrassed researcher fell away, replaced by a being possessed of such excitement she seemed like a kid on Christmas morning. How many of her personal theories could I confirm or deny? Suddenly I realized that apart from any other benefits of joining up with me, Amanda’s research would get a major boost.

“I have,” I told her, enjoying the way she hung off my every word. “To be honest, the first time I did it I had no idea what I was actually doing. Alison and I were just—well, we were into each other, and it just felt natural to be hopping into bed together. I had no idea the Primal Talisman was going to imbue her with that kind of power, or that I could do it with anyone else.”

Amanda looked shocked. “You had no idea?”

I chuckled. “I woke up the next morning to find Mira and Alison cooking breakfast—with Alison making a flame dance between her fingers. Believe me, I was even more shocked than she was.”

After laughing at the mental image, Amanda bit her bottom lip, her gaze traveling to my shirt. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that she was staring at the circular bulge beneath the fabric, her eyes shining like she’d been given a wrapped present.

“May I… see it?” she asked, sounding more nervous than before. “If you don’t want to, I understand—it’s just so fascinating. I’ve been studying the Atlanteans for months, the way they mingle magic and technology so effortlessly, and witnessing that kind of power in person felt like something I’d never get the opportunity to experience!”

Why not? I couldn’t very well say no, especially with Amanda staring at me like I was some kind of celebrity.

I reached into my shirt and pulled the silver disc from beneath the fabric, producing it on its long leather strap. Her face lit up at the sight, and before she could stop herself, she reached out to touch its silvery edge.

A vibration like a spark of static electricity shot from the Talisman to her finger. Only both of us knew static build up had nothing to do with what had caused it.

“Wow,” Amanda said, her lips parted. “I can’t believe it’s real. It makes the Talisman that Valetta had me studying look like a child’s plaything…”

As the blonde continued studying the Talisman, feeling the runes emblazoned around the edge of the disc’s circumference, I glanced over her shoulder and looked at Valetta. The dark-haired shifter had been watching her friend for some time now, and at the questioning look that was no doubt on my face, she gave an almost imperceptible nod.

She’s in, I thought, grinning internally. It looked like Valetta’s little walk had borne fruit, after all.

“All of the forms you collect are stored inside this relic,” Amanda said, handling the Talisman gingerly. She treated the thing like an expensive piece of jewelry, which wasn’t necessary at all—I’d seen the thing come out of combat unscathed. “So much power… so much promise. A Talisman with the power to turn an ordinary person into a mage.”

I couldn’t hold back any longer. It was now or never—if I didn’t bind Amanda here and now, I doubted I’d get another chance. I’d intended to do this with her and the spider shifter Melissa at the same time, binding both new women to my harem, but the spider was nowhere to be found. Her loss, I thought with a shrug. She was crazy hot, but I needed her less than I needed Dr. Amanda.

Besides, the look in Valetta’s eyes was almost too much for me to take. If I didn’t add her ‘gal pal’ to the clan, she’d probably mope about it for weeks.

“How would you like to find out?” I asked, keeping my tone casual.

One of the things I’d discovered in juggling so many women was that it was best to be straightforward. Making it awkward would just reduce the chance of success—it was best to suggest events like this like they were nothing more than a bit of fun.

Amanda, to her credit, managed to look like the thought had never crossed her mind before. She dropped the Primal Talisman—which remained on its leather strap against my chest, of course—and looked up at me with big doe eyes, like a deer in headlights.

“Me?” she asked, glancing from me to Valetta and back again. “Are you sure?”

Do you have any idea how many women would kill to be in your place right now? The thought rose inside me. I pushed it away. This was a big decision for Amanda, and I didn’t feel like pressuring her. Valetta had probably done plenty of that.

“There’s an empty spot or two in my clan right now,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “And you come highly recommended by one of my mates.”

I’d thought I’d seen Amanda’s cheeks get red before! At the realization that Valetta and I had discussed their trysts in explicit detail, Amanda nearly passed out.

“You know about all that?” she asked, clapping a hand over her mouth.

This one’s going to need a little push, I thought, cracking my neck. God, Amanda was skittish as a newborn colt. You’d think she’d never been with a man before—

Oh fuck. The answer was so obvious, I nearly slapped myself in the forehead. She hadn’t, had she?

It was like my thoughts were transparent. The next time I looked at Valetta, she nodded like a bobblehead, confirming my suspicions. Had I been thinking with my brain instead of my other head, I probably would have inferred it way earlier. The little glances between them, the way she seemed even more comfortable around my women then she was around me. At the time, I’d dismissed all the signs—I’d figured Amanda was just intimidated.

If this was true—and I had no reason to doubt it was—we’d need to ease into this.

Fortunately, I had just the idea.

As if Valetta and I had planned it in advance, I stretched and sighed. I didn’t need to fake the tiredness. After the events of the day, I felt more than ready to hit the hay—along with a couple of my girls for company, of course.

“I tell you what,” I said, smiling sympathetically at Amanda. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but… I kinda stink.”

Amanda giggled. Valetta, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, leaned over and shoved her face in the spot between my arm and my torso, inhaling.

“You smell good,” she said, her eyes glistening with lust at the scent of my natural pheromones. “Sweaty and musky, like an animal.”

I laughed at her boldness. “Most women aren’t into the whole zoo smell,” I said, directing my gaze toward Amanda. “This apartment has one hell of a shower facility—from what Mira told me, they used to use it to scrub down rhinos or something like that. It’s huge.”

“Why, my Prime,” Valetta gasped, putting a hand between her impressive cleavage. “Are you suggesting the three of us bathe together?”

“Be a good way for us all to get closer,” I said, picturing what the two gorgeous women would look like in a hot, soapy shower. “And we can take things a little slower, if you need to. After all, I don’t want you jumping my bones while they smell like they’ve been played with by an antelope.”

From the look on her face, Amanda was still trying to figure out if I was joking or not. But a glance over at Valetta confirmed it—the locust shifter looked not only like she was taking my offer seriously, but like she was looking forward to showing off Mira’s facilities.

“Well… alright,” Amanda said, sounding nervous as she could be. “I guess—”

Valetta didn’t give her time to change her mind. “Perfect!” she said, grabbing her friend’s hand. “We’ll go get ready. Meet us in the bath in, oh, five minutes, my Prime?”

“I can do that,” I told them, watching with barely withheld laughter as Valetta dragged Amanda toward the bedroom. “I’ll get it nice and warm for you.”

Once they were gone, I polished off one more beer and headed toward the back of the apartment. Even without the promise of two gorgeous, naked women coming to join me, I was looking forward to getting hot and clean.

And if a couple women showed up as a surprise, well—the more the merrier, right?


Chapter 12

Painting Mira’s shower as a place to scrub down a rhino might have been exaggerating things a bit, but the bathing facilities in her underground apartment really were impressive. From the white tiled floors and several high-pressure spouts, you might assume the place functioned as a locker room—save for the fact that it was all really one large booth, with a marble bench running around all sides. Several drains in the floor sluiced away the remains. My whole harem could have showered at once, but at this time of night, I had the place all to myself.

I stripped off my clothes and turned on three of the faucets, bathing the room in steam. Don’t need to worry about the water bill, I thought with a grin, folding my clothes up in a neat pile along the bench on the far side of the room. Not my place, and the Crest City Zoo will never notice a thing.

At first the room felt cold, but as the water flowed, it warmed rapidly. Mira and Sophie had set up several stations with soap, shampoo, and various beauty products the girls used (even if I suspected they no longer needed them). I headed to one of these and scrubbed up, then stood under a full blast of water until my skin began to turn pink. I loved showers when they were just barely tolerable, so hot they nearly burned.

I hummed as I washed, which was probably why I didn’t hear the door open. I did hear the shocked cough, though, as Amanda saw me naked for the first time.

“There you are.” I rubbed shampoo out of my eyes. Multiple faucets running on hot filled the room with steam all the way up to my chest. On the far side of the room, Valetta and Amanda stood wearing nothing but towels, tied in their ample cleavage. “I was wondering when you two were going to join me. Started to suspect you were getting cold feet.”

“There’s nothing cold about this room,” Valetta said, sighing as she stepped closer. “Ah, that feels so good!”

With a flourish, she let her towel drop. The plush fabric slid down Valetta’s body, revealing her heavy breasts and the wide flare of her hips. Voluptuous was definitely the word to describe her—I’d thought of her as being built like a fertility goddess before and looking at her unveiled like this felt like an act of worship.

Without a hint of self-consciousness, Valetta stepped into the shower spray over from mine and began to sud up her breasts. Water cascaded down her pale skin, coating the thin band of pubic hair she’d left over her pussy like the top of an exclamation point. Valetta moaned with pleasure as she worked, her fingers clutching her lush mounds and squeezing them.

I watched her for a few moments, my cock hardening in the steam. I made no effort to hide what was happening to me—after all, it was as natural as nature itself. My manhood throbbed against my thigh, pulsing like a living thing as it swelled to its full length. I gave it a stroke or two as I watched Valetta preen, and a fat bead of precum dripped from the tip to mingle with the water flowing into the drain.

Then I turned to Amanda. “Shy?”

Amanda looked like she couldn’t tell what was turning her on more—Valetta’s naked body or mine. “I, uh,” she said, her eyes drawn to my cock like it was a snake preparing to devour her. “Wow, you’re really big.”

Valetta had been collecting some of the shower water in her hands as she bathed. Now she splashed it in Amanda’s direction, giggling like a water nymph. “Come on, Mandy! We used to do this all the time! Don’t be a prude now, of all times!”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Mandy?”

Amanda rolled her eyes. “Ugh, I hate it when she calls me that. I see you’re still wearing the Primal Talisman, Nick. Do you ever take that thing off?”

“Never,” I said, looking her up and down like a hungry lion sizing up a gazelle. “I wear it when I sleep, when I eat… and when I fuck.”

Amanda shuddered at this last word, the towel swishing around her bare thighs. “Shit, this is really happening, isn’t it?” she murmured, speaking like someone in a trance. “I’m really going to do this with you. With Valetta. With you both.”

Grinning, I walked over to the bench and sat down. The tiled wall felt cool against my back, while the spray from the nearby faucet warmed me. “You can take off your towel,” I said, making the situation clear. “Or you can turn around and go back into the living room. Your choice.”

Her hands shaking, Amanda fumbled at the knot in her towel. Valetta had to come over and help her, her dripping with water. Finally, they got the towel away, and Valetta pushed the blonde in my direction.

“Here she is,” she purred, brushing an already wet strand of hair from Amanda’s face. “Isn’t she pretty? I’ve heard you talking about how you’d like to have an older woman serving you in the harem. Maybe you could imbue her with the power of the cougar, my Prime?”

I didn’t know about that, but damn—Valetta really did have good taste in women. Amanda was beautiful. Despite her age, she clearly took care of herself, and her breasts were still firm and high. I couldn’t tell from the front, but it looked like she had one hell of an ass, too—the kind you could bounce a quarter off.

“Very nice,” I said, my cock stiffening even further at the sight of Amanda’s naked body. “Why don’t you clean her up for me, Valetta? Get her nice and wet for her new Master.”

I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen Valetta more excited. She grabbed a loofah and covered it in some luxurious cream, soaking it in the running water until it ran with a rich froth. Then her hands went everywhere—all over Amanda’s breasts, cupping her ass, exploring the valley between her thighs. Unlike Valetta, the good doctor elected to go completely hairless in her bikini area: a Brazilian wax, if I didn’t miss my guess. The swelling of her folds was smooth, the slit of her womanhood pink and glistening with juice.

Amanda groaned as Valetta’s hand worked between her legs. More than a simple cleaning was going on now, and both women looked at me as if wondering whether I was going to stop things between them before they got too heated.

Was I? I suppose not, I thought, flashing a savage smirk in their direction. As long as Amanda belonged to me, she could have her playtime. Besides, any guy who appreciates and loves the fairer sex enjoys watching them give each other pleasure—especially as the appetizer to playing with both of them himself.

Amanda leaned back into the spray, closing her eyes as Valetta dropped the loofah. The locust shifter’s fingers slid into her slit, massaging her most sensitive region with deft digits. Amanda panted and groaned, arching her back as pleasure infiltrated her. Valetta turned the shower spray so that it aimed directly onto Amanda’s breasts, beading over her sensitive orbs like a cumshot.

The Primal Talisman vibrated harder and faster against my chest. The display before me excited me, but the beasts that lived within my heart yearned to claim both of these women. My impatience surprised me, and made me wonder what would happen if I stepped into a place where more than two women were putting on a show, like a strip club. Would I be able to contain myself, or would the Tiger within me rip free and take the whole menagerie for my own?

Best not to test it, I thought, my cock throbbing like an iron girder against my thigh as I watched the two women make out. They groped each other now, exploring their bodies, familiarizing themselves with the pleasure once again.

I let this go on for a time, watching like a king on his throne. Then I cleared my throat and chuckled as both women gave a start.

“Have you ever been with a man?” I asked. Leave it to me to cut to the fucking chase.

The heat of the shower hid the blush that would have covered Amanda’s body at the question. She trembled against Valetta, both fearing the intensity of my gaze and desperate to get the shifter’s lithe fingers back inside of her.

Her silence was all the answer I needed. But I still wanted to hear her say it.

“Have you?” I asked, spreading my legs wider. My cock flopped out between my legs, hard as an iron girder and nearly as thick. “Have you ever touched a cock, Amanda? Held one in your hand, put it in your mouth—felt one plunge all the way to the back of your tight, wet pussy, filling you the way nothing else on Earth can?”

Valetta, bolder than her friend, spoke. “She hasn’t. She’s skilled in bed, my Prime, but her experience with the male sex is limited to say the least—”

“I didn’t ask you, Valetta,” I said with a smile. “Go on, Amanda. Answer me.”

Realizing the fun wouldn’t continue until she spoke, Amanda cleared her throat. “I’ve never been with a man, no,” she said, giving a laugh into the shower spray. “I’ve never let any man have his way with me.”

I liked that. Liked it a lot, in fact.

“Valetta.” The word came out silky smooth, like a demon offering a bargain. “Come kneel before me.”

With a verve that would have shamed most of my mates, the voluptuous shifter sank to her knees and crawled across the tile floor on all fours, wiggling her ass behind her as she debased herself for me. Valetta nibbled her bottom lip and batted her long lashes as she came over to me, practically panting as she offered herself like a cherished pet.

“Good girl,” I said, stroking her long dark hair. Then I patted the bench next to me. “Amanda. Come sit right here.”

She didn’t even think of disobeying me. The blonde shot across the room like someone had hit her ass with a whip, settling down next to me with a nervous expression. It was like she couldn’t decide which she wanted to be staring at: my thick, throbbing cock, or the glorious sight of Valetta on all fours.

Looking down at the beautiful, owned woman beneath me, with her soon to be owned lover sitting next to me and watching, I felt nothing but pride.

Pride to be such a badass. Pride to be such an alpha. Pride to use such beautiful, powerful women exactly the way I’d always wanted.

Their power depends on me, I thought, idly playing with Valetta’s throat. She gasped as my fingers encircled her neck, then she leaned into the touch, purring with pleasure as her eyes rolled back in her head. In a very real sense, THEY’RE the lucky ones in this relationship. What I give them, they could never have in a thousand years otherwise.

Could I really think about myself that way? The primal, animalistic spirits within me certainly thought so. Sometimes it was hard to remember that they were part of me, just a darker aspect of my nature rather than a foreign influence.

It was time to show sweet little Amanda exactly how dark I could be.

My fingers played at Valetta’s throat for a few more moments, teasing her. Then, with both savagery and gentleness, I wrapped her long black hair around my fist and guided her onto my cock.

Amanda let out a little eek as Valetta, her soft lips enveloping the crown of my manhood. Unlike Amanda, Valetta had plenty of experience—and she wasted no time in showing off for the newcomer. As I pushed down on her head, forcing my rod all the way down to the balls, Valetta gently gagged against me and hollowed out her cheeks, sucking like she starved for me.

As her best friend blew me, I turned and smiled at Amanda. “I’m going to fuck you,” I said, as matter of factly as if we were talking about the weather. “You’re going to love it.”

Amanda just watched, her eyes going up and down as she followed Valetta’s head. The voluptuous shifter bobbed on my prick like a cork, her mouth distorting around my thick cock as she gave me enthusiastic, sloppy head. I no longer needed to push on the back of her skull or pull her hair—Valetta knew what I needed. She formed a vacuum grip around my dick, squeezing my balls with her free hand while her other played with her pretty pussy. All the while, she never broke eye contact with me—not even while I was talking to Amanda.

Such a good girl, I thought.

“Holy shit, she’s really taking all of that,” Amanda murmured. Her voice sounded as if it came from far away, a glaze coating her eyes at the pornographic sight of her friend on her knees. “I didn’t even know something like that was possible outside of porn movies.”

I grunted and leaned back, sliding my feet across the floor for more leverage. As Valetta sucked me, I ratcheted my hips upward, meeting her stroke for stroke. I kept my attention on Amanda the whole while —the fact that I spoke calmly to her while fucking her friend’s throat blew her mind.

“All the girls who serve me are like this,” I said, my voice thick with pleasure. Like a good, submissive servant, Valetta froze, letting me hold her head in place while I fucked her sweet little mouth. “I don’t know if it’s the Primal Talisman’s magic, or the harem, or something else entirely. But you’ve never seen girls like this before. It’s like my mates discard their dignity along with their clothes.” Finally, I turned back to Valetta. “Isn’t that right?”

“Uhn hnnnnngh,” she moaned, her mouth full of my cock. “Ah lurve you, Mahster…”

“That’s right, let me use that mouth a little harder,” I grunted, digging my fingers into Valetta’s hair as I fucked her throat. “Ahh yeah, fuck that’s so good.”

Amanda watched like a woman hypnotized, spellbound by the sight of the submissive act on display. “I don’t think I can do that,” she whispered, feeling her own throat like the phantom of my cock plunged between her lips.

With a grunt, I pulled Valetta off my cock. Her lips left me with a wet pop, a whine of frustration escaping her lips at being denied my load. I couldn’t help but love the way my girls went feral near the peak—the desperate way they needed to please me.

“Get down there with her,” I said, grinning at Amanda. “She’ll show you how. I bet she taught you how to eat pussy, didn’t she? Don’t deny it—you have the look of a late bloomer about you. I bet you were ashamed of your feelings before you met my sweet little mate.”

Amanda sank to her knees next to Valetta, the two of them forming the most pleasing contrast imaginable. Steam billowed about them as the locust shifter gently guided her friend to my cock, grabbing me by the base as she pressed the swollen, dripping head of my manhood to Amanda’s lips.

“You’ll love it,” Valetta whispered. “Look up at your Prime while you do it, Mandy. Watch the little expressions on his face—the way he feels so much pleasure when you serve him. When you worship him. Give in to that feeling.”

Amanda held out for another few moments, then broke. With a groan, she opened wide and took my cock all the way to the back of her throat. What the blonde lacked in experience, she more than made up for in enthusiasm, even if her technique was simply to take me as hard and deep as she could. Tongue tricks, kisses, working her lips around that special spot on the bottom of my crown—all these were beyond her. She simply used her throat like a pussy and let me take it.

I fucking loved it.

Valetta loved it almost as much. Her face lit up with wicked delight at the sight of me corrupting her lesbian friend. “That’s right, Mandy, take it all the way down,” she giggled, rubbing between Amanda’s shoulder blades. “You’re such a good girl. Don’t worry, there’s no one here to see except us. You can be as much of a slut as you want, and nobody will know.”

It was like she was giving Amanda the permission she hadn’t known she’d needed. Her pussy gushed, dripping all over the tiles as she threw herself into the blowjob. With a gesture of my chin, I instructed Valetta to climb behind her friend and start using her mouth to add to the pleasure. Valletta practically had to get onto her belly to get her mouth between Amanda’s legs, but no act of debasement was too degrading if it meant doing what I wanted.

As Valetta’s tongue shot out to tease Amanda’s pussy, the blonde nearly shattered. Amanda screamed around my cock, reaching behind herself to feel Valetta’s shoulder as she buried her face in the blonde’s waxed snatch.

“Don’t you stop,” I said, taking hold of the side of Amanda’s head. “You’d better not let that little slut distract you, Amanda.”

Amanda didn’t. Even as the pleasure worked to a fever pitch, and the sounds of Valetta’s enthusiastic slurps filled the shower chamber, Amanda kept right on sucking me off. The pleasure built higher and higher, until my balls drew up against her chin and began to pulse with the imminent release of my load.

Meanwhile, Valetta’s tongue kept questing. Somehow, I knew she was keeping Amanda right on the edge—that she wouldn’t let her go over until I did. The thought of it made me even harder, and suddenly I lost my rhythm and started pounding against the back of Amanda’s throat. She gagged, unable to handle it, and I felt the wave inside of me rear up like a fucking typhoon.

I got my cock out of Amanda’s mouth just in time. Orgasm washed over me; I jerked myself hard as I erupted all over Amanda’s pert tits and smiling face. Any resistance the girl-loving MILF might have had to servicing a man was long gone—she groaned and giggled as I shot all over her, painting her face and tits with my load.

Suddenly she gasped, her eyes rolling back in her head. Oh yeah, I thought, watching Valetta’s hand disappear between the blonde’s thighs. She’s pushing her right over the edge.

I’d never seen a woman cum while I was shooting on her face before. Immediately I knew I’d have to do it many, many more times. The sight of Amanda writhing in orgasm as I unloaded all over her added to my pleasure. Thick ropes of hot semen splashed across her cheeks, her chin, her hard nipples. A gush of fluid dripped from her tight slit as Valetta worked two fingers against her g-spot, her tongue swirling over the blonde’s clit as she sent her into the heights of pleasure. I heard Valetta laughing wickedly, secure in the knowledge that she’d gotten her friend off and provided me with a show.

As I came down from my peak, Valetta popped back up and began eating the hot come off Amanda’s tits. The two shared a sloppy kiss, and my cock throbbed back to life with a fucking vengeance. Even after unloading all over Amanda, I felt like I hadn’t gotten laid in weeks.

It was time to seal the bond. No more playing around with blowjobs and handjobs—I was going to finish inside of Amanda. Becoming the first and only man to do so, for her entire life.

Valetta felt it coming just as clearly as I did. She helped Amanda to her feet, presenting her like a madam showing off her most beautiful whore. “Get on his lap,” the dark-haired beauty purred, grabbing Amanda by the pussy and forcing one of her legs onto the marble bench.

“Woah!” Amanda looked drugged from sheer bliss. “Yeah, yeah I want this! Just, um… could you go slow at first, please? I’ve never done this before—”

I grabbed Amanda and pulled her into my lap, grinding the head of my dick across her quivering, eager slit. She melted against me, any thoughts of not going as hard or fast as possible dissolving as she gave herself over to sheer, primal need.

“That’s better,” I said, grabbing her by the chin. “What do you want me to do to you, Dr. Simmons?”

Her eyes spun in her head, her vision clearing. Then she grinned. “Whatever you want,” the MILF purred, working her hips in a circle in my lap.

Oh yeah. She was ready to fuck.

I grabbed her by the hips and pulled her legs apart. With a knee on either side of the bench, she was straddling my cock in the perfect position to ride me. I grabbed my cock by the base and ran it up and down her slit a few times, swirling it in a circle over her still-throbbing clit. By the time I pushed the first inch of myself inside her, she was like a wild cat, growling and clawing at me in desperation to be filled.

One hard thrust was all I needed to go hilt-deep inside of her, impaling her on my thick rod. There was no moment of resistance—either Valetta had shattered that boundary with a toy or Amanda had. My cock penetrated all the way to the balls, stretching her untouched walls as I sank into her like a fist into a glove.

A perfectly tailored, extra tight glove.

The growl I let out as I bottomed out inside of Amanda was indistinguishable from a tiger’s roar. Her soft, slick walls ground around me as I thrust hard, exploring every nook and cranny of her interior. She might have fooled around with some girls before, and was no longer technically a virgin—but no man had ever planted his flag inside of Amanda.

From the moans of disbelief leaving her throat, I could tell no one had ever given her this much pleasure, either.

My hands around her hips, I slammed her down on me again and again. At the same time, my hips shot upward to fill her, thrusting all the way to the bottom of her pussy and slamming into her back walls. Any woman would shatter with bliss at such a pounding, much less one who’d never had a true cock inside of her before. Amanda lost the power of speech, letting out whines and moans like a feral animal as she rode me for all she was worth.

Meanwhile, Valetta was anything but idle. She remained on her knees, doing something behind her friend that I couldn’t see. But then, I felt it—something warm and wet all over my sack, adding to the pleasure. Valetta buried her face in my balls while I fucked her best friend, licking and sucking the throbbing orbs as my cock pumped harder and harder in the furnace of Amanda’s sex.

Fuck, what an absolute FREAK, I thought, grinning as I buried my face in Amanda’s ample tits while I fucked her. She definitely gets points for shamelessness, at the very least…

Between Amanda’s tight, untouched pussy and the kingly treatment Valetta was giving my balls with her tongue, I knew I wasn’t going to last much longer. When I came inside of Amanda, I wanted to cum deep—which meant switching up the positions.

I stood up with my cock still inside of the blonde, lifting her off her feet like a ragdoll. Amanda came with a squeal, clinging to me as she realized through the haze of pleasure that she was now airborne. I carried her over to the nearest shower spray and put her hands against the wall, then lifted one of her legs onto the bench surrounding the stall. The movement spread the lips of her pussy wide, letting me see the soft pink interior of her womanhood.

I gave her ass a slap and mounted her from behind, grabbing her hair and wrapping it around my fist. “You may not think it, but that was me being gentle,” I whispered in her ear, the head of my cock pushing into her channel. “I’m going to cum now, Amanda. Gonna fuck you hard!”

Amanda made no protest. Instead, as the wet slapping sounds of skin-on-skin filled the shower chamber, she gave a groan and came all over my cock. Her walls gripped me like a warm hug, quivering around my shaft hard enough to throw sparks. Suddenly, the friction was almost too much for me to stand—I had to exert force to ram my cock all the way to the base of her womb.

As the pleasure built, I locked into a rhythm that would have shamed most porn stars. Amanda’s fists slammed into the wall on each thrust, every hard drive into her channel producing a wet hissing sound and a long moan from her. She’d came so many times, been used beyond her wildest expectations, and now she could hardly think straight as her man used her tight pussy to push himself to the peak.

I doubted it could get any better than this. Then I felt Valetta’s breasts push against my back, the nipples as hard as diamonds, and knew I was wrong.

“You look so hot fucking her,” she purred in my ear. We weren’t villains, but Valetta sure as fuck sounded like one. “I love watching you corrupt her, Master. Look at the expression on her face—she’s barely a human being right now! All biology and need.”

Valetta’s hand snaked around my waist, squeezing and playing with my balls as I fucked her friend. I knew she wanted to watch those balls unload inside of Amanda—wanted to witness the moment I marked her former lover’s soul, turning her into my plaything.

“I see why you like her so much,” I admitted, my balls pulsing in Valetta’s hand as I neared the peak. “But I always come first. Always.”

Valetta laughed, the sound like music in my ear. “Of course, Master. What she and I had—that was fun, of course. But the bond between you and I is stronger. You’re the only person who matters to me, Master.” She squeezed my balls harder. “But I won’t lie—it makes me so wet to know you turned my little lesbian friend into a cock-hungry slut…”

Oh fuck. That was it.

I leaned back into the spray and roared as the dam within me burst, the pleasure going white-hot within my chest. One more hard thrust and I buried myself as deep inside Amanda’s pussy as I could, thrusting all the way to the entrance of her quivering, fertile womb. I wrung one more orgasm out of the blonde as I hit the peak, so that as the first hot jet of my seed splashed against her inner walls, they were already sucking inward, pulling my load right where it belonged.

Amanda watched me cum over her shoulder, giving me a look of such love and devotion that my chest hurt. Then she smiled and began to recite.

“I swear by my bones and blood that I will never lie to my Prime. Nor will I ever hide the truth from him, or keep back anything he ought to know. If I break this oath, may I never feel the touch of my Prime again.”

The same oath Valetta had made. She must have been paying attention. No one could claim Amanda hadn’t understood the assignment.

Her pussy gushed as it overfilled, dripping down her thighs as her own orgasm cascaded through her like a firestorm. Each rapid beat of my heart brought a wave of pleasure, so sweet and hot that I cried out as I tangled my fingers in Amanda’s hair and filled her like a vessel, like a sex toy.

At the moment of greatest bliss, I felt the familiar spark shoot from me to Amanda. I wasn’t sure what kind of magic the blonde scientist would learn—the element of the Locust, perhaps?—yet I knew, deep in my soul, that I’d just made her into a Beastmage. Her life would never be the same.

And she belonged to me.

As I came back to myself, I realized both Amanda and Valetta were now on their knees before me. They cleaned me with their mouths, sucking the remnants of my load off my cock and sharing it between them. Valetta pumped two fingers into Amanda’s twat, scooped up a thick gob of my seed, and played with it on her tongue while I watched.

“Isn’t that just the best?” She giggled. “God, I’m so glad you’re one of us now, Amanda. You and I are going to have so much fun showing off for our Prime…”

Amanda looked up at me, batting her eyelashes. Now that she was past her peak, some of the intelligent, pragmatic scientist showed in her eyes—but it was tempered by a woman who’d just had her inner slut unlocked. Amanda’s gaze traveled to my cock, then she grinned.

“I think we should show him all the things we used to do,” she purred, stroking me like it was the most natural thing in the world. “What do you say, Valetta?”

Valetta laughed. “I say we’re going to need another shower once we’re done. Ready for round two, Master?”

“Always,” I said, pulling both women’s mouths to my prick.

And round three, and four…


Chapter 13

By the time Amanda, Valetta, and I finally finished our fun and passed out on the couch, the sun was a greasy smear on the horizon. We’d quite literally fucked all night, and while I was a bit sore from pounding two women like fuckdolls for an entire evening, I was also very, very satisfied.

Which was probably why when I opened my eyes a few hours later, I didn’t know where I was at first.

Blurred from sleep, all I saw when I blinked was something black and something white, layered on top of each other. It took long moments of memory searching to remember that I hadn’t made it back to bed last night, and that I’d spent the evening in the company of Valetta and Amanda. Which meant the black thing I rested against was Mira’s leather couch, and the white…

I followed the arm in my view to Amanda’s face. She had one eye open, a big smile spread from cheek to cheek as she reclined next to me on the wide couch. Behind her, Valetta was curled up in a ball, her bare ass against the armrest on the far side.

“Good morning, sir,” Amanda whispered, her eyes sparking with attraction. “I’m not sure what I ought to call you now, actually. Valetta refers to you as ‘Master,’ and most of your women seem to like calling you ‘Prime.’”

“Nick is fine,” I said, sliding a hand down her side and pulling her to me. “How are you doing, Amanda? Feeling alright?”

She looked better than alright, to tell the truth. The fever that filled Amanda’s eyes last night had finally broken, leaving the adult woman behind. I realized I was already starting to subdivide Amanda into two personas—the wild, feral ‘Mandy’ who came out to play at her best friend’s prodding, and the calm, collected ‘Dr. Simmons’ who could be a massive asset to our team.

It’s like that ‘cute mode, slut mode’ thing that was popular on the internet a while back, I thought, my fingers straying down to the curve of Amanda’s ass. Hell, she’s pretty impressive in both contexts.

“You feel the magic yet?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow. Both of us kept our voices down to avoid waking Valetta, though there didn’t seem to be much reason behind it. The dark-haired locust shifter was out like a light, snoring gently with her cheek against the leather seat.

Amanda shook her head. “Oh, I definitely felt magic,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip. “But no Beastmage power yet. It’ll come, though.” Her gaze told me she was thinking of something different.

“And?” I asked.

She marshalled her courage. “And…”

Amanda pushed me back against the leather, mounting me without a sound. “I’d like to try out morning sex, if it’s alright with you.”

Her big, heavy tits swung in my face. I glanced around, but the apartment’s living room appeared to be empty save for us—either my women were sleeping in, or they’d been called away for some errand. Either worked for me.

“Why, Mandy,” I said, grabbing hold of one breast and squeezing it. “How did you know that was my favorite?”

Her eyes narrowed. “I know you’re my King now, and whatever you say goes,” she whispered, grabbing my cock by the base and guiding into her. “But I’d prefer it if you didn’t call me that.”

“Why not—ugggh that’s good,” I groaned. Amanda’s hips enveloped me, taking me all the way down to the base as she began to ride me.

“Because,” Amanda said, tossing her long blonde hair over her shoulder, “I think you know that I was Mandy last night. This morning, I’m Dr. Amanda Simmons—and I want to fuck you like Dr. Amanda Simmons.”

So she was aware of her little dichotomy, too? Well hell—I could roll with that.

Grinning, I reached between her legs and swirled my thumb over her clit while she rode me. Amanda’s eyes rolled back in her head, her mouth going slack with pleasure.

I pulled my hand back and licked her juices off my thumb while she watched.

“I can do that,” I told her, looking her right in the eyes. “Ride me, Dr. Simmons. Let’s take things a bit slower than we did in the shower last night.”

And we did. In contrast to last night’s frenzied fucking, Dr. Simmons rode me deep and slow, with hard, loving movements. My thumb and fingers against her clit kept her right on the edge as she tried different angles and techniques, finding the way to be on top that worked best for her. Finally, we settled into a slow, loving rhythm, kissing each other deeply as we worked our way up to our climaxes.

So I’ve really added two women to my clan, I thought, kissing and sucking at Amanda’s nipple as she rode me faster. One wants to be called a little slut and spanked while she gets pounded like a fuckdoll, the other wants to make out with me while she rides me like she’s been my wife for a decade.

I did feel almost like a husband fucking his wife. Someone I’d been close to for years, who I was still in love with and considered as beautiful as the day I’d married her. As Amanda’s tits bounced in my face, I felt a swelling in my chest that was almost foreign to me ever since taking on the Primal Talisman. Something was happening, and I couldn’t control it…

Amanda’s lips left mine with a gasp, her hips swirling in a circle as my thumb ground against the swollen nub of her clit. “I love you so much, Nick,” she gasped, the words coming out like a confession as she kissed my neck and chest. “Oh fuck, baby, I love you so fucking much! Please come inside me—I’m going to come, baby, and I want us to do it at the same time.”

I’d felt her walls getting ready to unravel for some time. I’d been holding back, giving her clit a little less stimulation than what was needed to send her over the edge. Now I attacked it with three fingers, raising my hips to meet Amanda’s riding at the same time, and watched with glee as she came apart.

“Yes, yes… oh gawd, Nick, yes! Oh fuck, you’re making me come!”

As Amanda’s walls gripped me tight, her inner muscles clenching with an orgasm, I upthrust one more time and let go. My balls must have been working overtime while I slept, because the thick, creamy strands of seed that shot from my cock into her pussy were just as copious as they’d been when I’d been unloading all over her and Valetta the night before. Only this was something other than whorish. Amanda held me tight as she came, her hips working in a slow circle to tease every last drop of pleasure from my cock as my balls drained inside of her. When we were done, I stayed within her for long moments, kissing her hard and deep as we became one.

This is the kind of woman I might have ended up with if I’d never become Prime, I realized. Hot, a little older, sweeter than a slice of pie. The kind of woman a guy could see himself starting a family with…

Amanda broke the kiss and pressed herself against me, my cock still inside her. “Nick,” she gasped, sounding every bit as shocked as I was. “That was… that…”

“Are you two finally done?”

The voice came from the kitchen, carried with a teasing lilt. Amanda stiffened, doing a double take, but I just laughed and rolled to the side, meeting the gaze of Mira in the doorway. She was wearing her zoo outfit despite it being her day off—albeit the more cleavage-tastic variety—and held a steaming mug of coffee.

“Sorry,” Mira said, taking a sip. “I didn’t want to interrupt while you were enjoying each other. I just wanted to let you both know I made breakfast, and there’s coffee in the kitchen.” She looked from me to Amanda, then to the sleeping form of Valetta on the other side of the couch. “I take it you three had a fun night?”

In short order, I’d explained exactly how much fun. Mira hadn’t been lying about fixing us a spread, and while Amanda and I sat down to eat, I regaled the tigress shifter with naughty stories about the shit we’d gotten up to in the showers last night. Eventually Valetta joined us, then the rest of the girls.

Getting crowded in here, I thought, nibbling on a biscuit as I finished my second cup of coffee. There was no longer enough room for the whole harem to sit around the table. Even with a couple of girls missing —Sophie was nowhere to be found, along with Melissa the spider shifter—not everyone could get a seat. Several girls, like Mira herself and Felicia, stood around with their cute asses parked on a countertop or a windowsill, listening in to conversations and joking around.

We needed a bigger hideout. The Crest City Zoo made a perfect hiding place for people the Atlanteans were hunting, and would probably always be a part of my strategy. But the bigger the group got, the more space we needed to keep all these mates. Not to mention their clothes, their makeup, and everything else.

“Where’s Sophie?” Alison asked. The two of them had been getting closer and closer all the time—I’d almost begun to suspect them of forming a Valetta-Amanda sort of alliance. “I thought she was going to join us this morning. She doesn’t have class again, does she?”

“You ought to tell her to drop out,” Valetta said. “She doesn’t need all those boys ogling her in lecture halls. She ought to be right here with her Prime, where she belongs.”

“Education is important,” I shot back, cutting off Mira before she could reply. “Not all of my women can be actresses and underwear models. Besides, I want Sophie to graduate.”

Mira gave me a look like she was grateful I’d said that. “She doesn’t have class today,” she said, shooting me a strange kind of look. “She’s got… something else she had to handle this morning.”

Oh no, I thought. I recognized that tone, and knew it rarely meant anything good.

“Not another secret, I hope,” I said around a mouthful of bacon.

“No, she actually wanted to meet you somewhere,” Mira said, her strange look growing even stranger. “She said she wants you to come to the Crown Plaza Observatory.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “The Crown Plaza? What’s she doing there?”

The Crown Plaza Observatory was the tallest building in Crest City. Until recently, it had belonged to some multinational corporation, but they’d been bought out by some other multinational corporation in a big takeover I hadn’t been engaged enough to follow in the news. For now, the building was in limbo, the only tenants a few local businesses that kept offices there.

Mira shrugged in a way that was totally unconvincing. “She said you should fly there. You know, in hawk form.”

Hawk form? Sophie wasn’t just at the Crown, she’d installed herself at the top. Or near enough that it would make more sense for me to fly rather than drive. That definitely meant something strange was going on.

I didn’t really feel like I wanted the surprise, but it was Sophie. Whatever trouble she’d managed to get herself into, she’d probably need me to get her back out of it again. So I finished my coffee with a shrug and rose from the table, looking around at my assembled women with an inquisitive eye.

Everyone looked like they were in on the joke except for me.

“All of you be ready to move on my command,” I reminded them as I headed off to get dressed. “Once we have Ellis’s place staked out and a plan of attack set, we’ll be heading out in force against him. Probably tonight.”

“Yes, sir,” Alison said, grinning. “So Amanda—tell us about last night. All of us heard the three of you, and it sounded like you were having one hell of a party…”

Amanda’s cheeks turning red was the last thing I saw as I went off to ready myself. I chuckled at all the explaining the new girl was going to have to do.

Despite Mira’s entreaty that I should fly to the Crown Plaza Observatory in hawk form immediately, I decided to take my time. I took a shower—with no companions this time—then shaved and put on a nice outfit. Whatever surprise I was about to get from Sophie probably came with sex strings attached—the kind that involved me going into full-on ‘Daddy’ mode with her. Not that I didn’t love that, of course, it was just something I needed to psyche myself up for every now and then.

Finally the moment could be put off no longer. I climbed the steps, emerged into a crowded zoo, and took flight.

You might think that sounds crazy. Why would I shift in front of so many people? Wouldn’t it make more sense to hide myself, or sneak out of the zoo into a less populated area before turning myself into the hawk? Honestly, I’d done that the first couple of times I’d left the Crest City Zoo during operating hours, but I’d quickly learned something I should have realized long ago.

People don’t want to believe in the fantastic. Part of the reason the Atlanteans have been so successful at controlling the human media is because on a deep, instinctive level, humanity doesn’t want to think about Atlanteans existing. We’ve evolved to be afraid of things that go bump in the night, that could be lurking outside of our campfire when our clan settles down for the evening. We ignore things we see out of the corner of our eyes, dismiss the impossible as hallucinations or our eyes playing ‘tricks’ on us.

So if anyone saw me transform into a hawk and go soaring away from the Crest City Zoo at top speed, they kept their mouths shut about it. They didn’t want to be thought of as crazy—and more importantly, they didn’t want to think of themselves as crazy.

The morning started off chilly but promised to warm up fast. Wind buffeted my wings as I flew over Crest City, moving across the town I knew so well. Like always, I oriented myself around familiar landmarks—the museum where I’d worked before discovering the Primal Talisman, the sports stadium where I’d rescued Alison from the locust—and used those to figure out where I needed to go.

As I flew, I thought about how different my life had become. That museum had once represented my best chance to move up in the world through their internship—not to mention my best shot at getting a date with Alison. Now Alison was just another member of my harem, another one of my mates, and she giggled around the breakfast table as she swapped dirty stories with the girl I’d been fucking the night before. It was enough to drive a man crazy.

Even without landmarks, the Crown Plaza Observatory could be spotted at a distance. It was the tallest building in the city—and second place wasn’t particularly close, either. I flew over to it, lifting myself again and again on updrafts as I flapped my mighty hawk’s wings. Gaining this much altitude required me to burn energy, and I thanked Mira inside my head for making such a big breakfast.

As I got closer, my hawk’s eyes picked up something that disturbed me. There was a figure at the top of the Crown Plaza Observatory—and not in a window. Someone stood on the outside of the building, nearly a hundred stories above street level. Someone with a cute smile and ash-blonde hair, who’d parked her pert ass on a ledge overlooking the city.

Damn it! I flew faster. If Sophie thought she was playing around, she had another thing coming. Hanging around that high up was dangerous as hell, and she couldn’t always count on me to swoop in and catch her if she fell. What the fuck was that girl playing at?

I saw Sophie long before she saw me, thanks to my hawk vision. She sat on the very edge of a balcony around the observatory on the top floor of the building, as if she wasn’t inches away from plummeting dozens of stories to her death. As I watched, she crossed one leg over the other and hummed into the wind, like a girl just waiting for her boyfriend to pick her up for a date.

I shot like an arrow toward the ledge. Sophie gave a start when she saw me and nearly tumbled out into open space. Then a smile curled at the corner of the barely legal beauty’s mouth, and she winked at me.

“What are you doing?” I said, the words distorted as I transformed from a bird back into a man. “Sophie, it’s dangerous out here—”

Without a single word, Sophie pushed off the ledge and went over.

I screamed. Still halfway between hawk form and human, I scrambled to the edge of the ledge, intent on throwing myself over the side right along with her. I had no idea what insane urge had seized my mate, but there was still a chance I could beat her to the ground and catch her in my claws. I just had to fall faster.

But suddenly, Sophie wasn’t falling at all.

A huge gust of wind blew from below, shoving her toward the ledge. She was close enough to reach out and grab it, but she refrained from doing so. Instead, she floated in mid-air, tendrils of wind wrapping around her legs like braces to keep her airborne.

She glanced at me and grinned. “You like it? It’s pretty neat, huh?”

It’s not often that I’m rendered speechless. This was one of those times.

Sophie saw the look on my face and laughed. “I figured a Wind Mage should be capable of flight, so I spent most of last night messing around with my powers inside the zoo. While you were having fun with our new harem girl, I was figuring out the laws of aerodynamics from first principles. I felt like a baby bird trying to take its first steps—but I’m not a baby anymore. Check this out!”

To my horror, Sophie did a loop in the air. Even through the shock, I couldn’t help but be impressed by her level of control and poise. Sophie took to the air like she’d been built for it, and her sleek curves let her zip back and forth even faster than most people would have been capable of with her powers.

“Pretty awesome, right?” Sophie’s brows furrowed together. “I didn’t scare you, did I? You know I’d never do that on purpose, Nick. I always want to be a good girl for you…”

I looked at Sophie and grinned. Then, reaching for the hawk within, I took a flying leap over the edge of the building and joined her in the air.

Sophie’s face lit up. “That’s the spirit! Come on, let’s race! Here to the stadium and back?”

I couldn’t speak in hawk mode, but I didn’t need to. We took off like miniature rockets, shooting across the early morning sky over Crest City. Once again, I didn’t need to worry about anyone seeing us. Even if some commuter heading to work spotted an eighteen-year-old girl and a hawk flying over the business district, they’d no doubt dismiss it as a fabrication of their caffeine deprived mind. The human tendency to dismiss the fantastic once again worked in my favor.

Sophie pushed like a mad woman, summoning tendril after tendril of wind magic to whip her speed higher. For my part, I had to keep one eye on the path and one eye on her. Even though Sophie told me she understood how to fly, and had shown an impressive level of control, I still worried about her missing a step and plummeting. If that happened, she’d need me to save her.

We arced to the stadium and touched the big lightning rod sticking out of the top. As I headed back, my hawk’s gaze slid over the VIP booth where I’d tried to convince Alison the threat of the Atlanteans was real. She hadn’t believed me then, but boy howdy did she believe me now.

I punched a guy for her, I thought, grinning at the memory. Shit, if a man got between me and Alison now, he’d get a hell of a lot worse than a punch…

Sophie glanced over her shoulder, laughing into the wind. “Come on, Nick! You’re going way too slow—I’m not even pushing as hard as I can!”

You think this is my true power level? I thought, picturing myself as the villain in an anime. I’ve been holding back this whole time to avoid scaring you!

I tucked in my wings and soared like a bolt from the blue. Sophie let out a gasp as I shot past her, the blonde retreating in my proverbial rear-view mirror. The Crown Plaza Observatory loomed just ahead, growing larger and larger in my augmented vision with each passing moment. I was going to win!

Then I heard Sophie cry out.

I froze, spinning around. Had she fallen? What if the wind magic had left her while she’d been chasing me, or she’d overtaxed it?

A figure shot past me. Sophie’s laughter echoed in my ears as she put out a renewed burst of speed, reaching the ledge of the Crown Plaza just before I could. She panted as she set herself down, watching with glee as I transformed back from a hawk into a man.

“You were faster,” she admitted, grinning from ear to ear. “But you’re too chivalrous, Nick. You can’t tear yourself away from a damsel in distress—and I used that to beat you—”

I leaned around and gave Sophie a smack on her backside.

Her eyes widened, a noise of mingled pleasure and pain escaping her lips. I knew she felt chastened by it—and also that her pussy had just ignited like a fucking firestorm at the rough treatment. Let her squirm, I thought. That was mean of her.

“I’m sorry, Daddy,” Sophie purred, rubbing her ass. “I just wanted to win so bad! I had to prove I can handle myself, so that I can come with you and take down Ben Ellis.” A wicked look entered her eyes. “If you want to punish me right here on this ledge, I won’t stop you. I’ve been a bad girl, and I deserve a spanking.”

I was tempted—but something she’d just said caught in my mind. “Wait, what? This is all about Ben Ellis?”

Sophie made the most innocent face I’d ever seen—a real feat considering the sort of shameless shit she got up to in the bedroom. “Of course! I want to go on the mission with you. You’re going to need me at your side. And since the only way to get there safely is to fly, I figured I needed to know how.” She spread her arms. “Don’t be mad at me!”

“I’m not mad,” I said, shaking my head. “Honestly, I’m impressed as hell that you figured all that out in one night. But you are not going on the mission with me, Sophie.”

Sophie had one of the world’s most impressive pouts, and she deployed it now. “But Nick—”

“No buts,” I shot back, the tiger within distorting the words into a growl. “I can’t risk you, Sophie. You know that. You might be a mage, but you’re not a warrior like most of my mates. You’re meant for more than that.”

The pout grew even more spectacular. “College,” Sophie groaned, rolling her eyes and scooting closer to me. The possibilities of what we could do on this ledge snapped into even sharper focus with her firm young body next to mine, until I had difficulty concentrating. “That’s the same excuse Mira’s been making for years about why she won’t bite me and make me one of the Turned! I wish I could just drop the fuck out and become a shifter like the rest of your mates, so we could get over this—”

I grabbed her and pulled her to me. “I don’t,” I said, meaning it. “There’s so much more you can do for the clan than just fight, Sophie. You’re brilliant. And there’s… other things I want you to do for me, as well.”

My hand strayed to her taut, flat little tummy. Sophie watched it go and gasped, her eyes widening like saucers. “Holy shit,” she whispered. “You… you really want to get me pregnant, Nick?”

I chuckled. “You call me ‘Daddy’ almost every single day,” I told the barely legal co-ed, watching her pant at the word. “Is it such a big shock that I’d want to become one for real?”

Sophie looked like she wanted to get started on that right away—right there on the ledge, if possible. But just then, the earpiece I’d slipped into my ear before flying over to Crown Plaza crackled to life.

“Hello? Hello, Nick, are you there?” Felicia asked.

“Hold that thought,” I said, putting a hand on Sophie’s shoulder. “It’s Felicia.”

Her gaze sharpened. “Tell her you’re busy,” she said, her hand sliding between my thighs to massage my bulge. “Shit, tell her you’re on top of the world right now and you need a few minutes of uninterrupted fun time.”

I shook my head. Felicia had told the rest of the group she’d be doing flybys over Ben Ellis’s estate all day, remaining in hawk form to avoid the prying eyes of his drones. If she was calling in, it was because she’d seen something—something that needed my attention.

“What’s up, Felicia?”

I heard the wind whistling in her earpiece. I realized Felicia had likely flown away from the estate, found a convenient rock, and flipped back to human form—and since I hadn’t seen her dress this morning, she was probably lounging naked beneath the sun as she spoke to me.

“I’m over at Ellis’s estate,” she said, excitement in her tone. “It looks like Ben is throwing a shindig in Jotun Canyon, and you’ll never guess who showed up to join in the festivities.”

Sophie leaned over, listening in on the conversation. “Who?” she asked, cutting me off before I could speak.

“Oh, is that Sophie? Tell her I said hi!”

“Felicia says hi,” I told Sophie, turning my attention back to the mic. “Who the fuck is there?”

She paused. “Alexei Koschei,” she said, working the words over her tongue like they were abrasive. “He just pulled up in a black limo, along with some teeny bopper on his arm. Looks like they’re having some kind of meet and greet.”

Sophie and I shared a look. Could this be the Unveiling we’d heard so much about? Maybe we’d been wrong that it was happening sometime in the future—or maybe Koschei had found out about the brawl in the subway and decided to have it now.

Either way, this was a golden opportunity. Not one, but two of Natasha’s targets in the same place? I couldn’t give up this chance.

“I wonder if she’s a party favor,” Sophie said with a faint smile. Trust in the girl to wonder about the cute piece of ass on the big guy’s arm.

“Doesn’t matter,” I grunted, turning back to the mic. “We’ll find out soon enough. Listen, Felicia, I want you to get all the girls together and hit Jotun, hard. Don’t worry about being stealthy—I’m willing to bet by the time you get there, it won’t matter, anyway. Just make yourselves known and blow through the defense system.”

“Can do,” Felicia said, sounding a bit confused. “Are you not coming with us, Nick?”

I smiled over at Sophie. “Oh, I’ll already be there. I’m not about to let Alexei Koschei get away. There’s no time to spare—I’m going to head over right now and sneak in. Thank God you all let me hold the keycard, instead of Mira.”

The card rested in a pocket of my jacket, along with the clutch of Talismans I’d looted off Dr. Ahriman’s corpse. If I played my cards right today, I’d have two dead Atlanteans at my feet by nightfall—and Natasha would have to show me how to activate those Talismans. It felt like I’d been carrying them around forever.

Giving my girls the power to become shifters, I thought, looking at Sophie. Trying to picture what kind of animal spirit she’d take if given the option. Yeah. Yeah, I most definitely want that…

As I signed off on the radio, Sophie batted her eyelashes at me. “Um, you’re not leaving me here, are you?” she asked, looking as pretty as a picture.

“I was planning on it,” I said.

She shook her head. “No way! I’m not letting you assault Ben Ellis’s compound alone. You against two Atlanteans, with no backup!? Mira would never forgive me for letting you go!”

To be honest, I’d been thinking along the same lines. Despite my words to Sophie, I needed someone to back me up. With time of the essence, I wouldn’t be able to sit and wait for the rest of my mates to show up.

Which meant I might have to make Sophie’s dream come true, after all.

“Fine,” I said, already beginning to transform. “But stick close to me. And don’t get into any trouble!”

She grinned from ear to ear as she stepped off the ledge, tendrils of wind wrapping themselves around her ankles. “You know I always get into trouble, Daddy,” she said. “But only the good kind.”

Let’s hope this is that, I thought. Ben Ellis and Alexei Koschei have no idea what’s about to hit them…


Chapter 14

Jotun Canyon lived up to its name.

I’d been there once or twice on University-sponsored exhibitions, but I’d only gotten a small picture of the canyon and its natural landscape. Viewed from below, the way I had along with my classmates, it looked like an exhibit detailing the different prehistoric eras of fossil development, cut into slices as sandstone gave way to volcanic rock gave way to topsoil. I’d never thought about the name—‘Jotun,’ one of the frost giants of ancient Norse myth.

Seen from up high, though, I understood. If one of those giants had walked the earth, had pierced the mantle of the planet’s crust with a city-sized hand, it would have left an indentation exactly like Jotun Canyon. The place wasn’t as big as the Grand Canyon, of course, or even some of the deeper sights in Zion National Park a state or two away, but it was still awe-inspiring.

Even as a hawk.

Sophie and I flew southward over the canyon in silence, both of us just drinking it in. I knew most people would pay dearly to get a view of the canyon like this, either by helicopter or hang glider, but I dismissed the thought to prepare myself for the fight. I needed my wits sharp, especially going after two Atlanteans at once.

Sophie pulled up to my side. She had such a level of control over her powers that she was able to match me, the tendrils of magic around her legs pulsing with each flap of my wings.

“Watch out, Nick,” she said, pointing in the direction of Ellis’s mansion. “Drones.”

I hadn’t needed her warning. My hawk vision allowed me to spot them from a great distance—tiny metallic devices, floating back and forth over the estate on miniature rotors. Although they looked like toy planes, I knew each was equipped with a powerful camera and hooked into the estate’s security systems. Once we were spotted, they’d sound the alarm and we’d have to deal with a mansion on high alert.

I’d been thinking of how to handle them most of the way over. Could we fly through a gap in their patrols, perhaps, or take out one of them without the Atlanteans knowing?

“Watch this,” Sophie purred against my ear—then shot off into the blue. I followed, panicking as she flew up to the limits of the drones’s scanners. Any closer and she’d be spotted; in fact, I thought I saw one of the drones making its way in her direction, drawn by the motion.

I considering let out a hawk’s cry, but I soon realized I didn’t need to. Sophie knew what she was doing. She lifted her hands and channeled wind, sending a circular gust through the valley that sent dust and plants on the canyon floor flying in all directions.

The drones weren’t immune. Each of them was knocked off its course, flying helter-skelter in whichever direction the wind carried it. Sophie had knocked a big hole in their patrol patterns—one wide enough for us to sail right through.

“I bet you’re glad you brought me with you now, aren’t you?” she said, drawing up next to me as we dropped in altitude. None of the drones had seen us, and we’d managed to make it all the way to Ellis’s estate. It was amazing, and I planned to thank her profusely as soon as we could get a bed underneath us.

As we dropped, a strange sensation stole over me. The estate loomed below, three stories tall with a big wraparound pool surrounding two thirds of the lavish mansion. Yet there was something about it that tingled the back of my brain—made me feel as if I’d seen it before.

I risked a partial transformation back to human, pushing energy into my vocal cords. “What’s the deal with the estate?” I asked, my voice distorted. “Does it seem familiar to you?”

Sophie frowned. “It doesn’t resemble Koschei’s mansion at all,” she said, her brows drawing together. “I see what you mean, though. All those parts sticking out in different directions—it looks like it’s supposed to resemble some kind of symbol or something. Do you reckon the pool is part of it, too?”

It probably was.

“There’s something to it,” I said, the thought hardening to certainty in the back of my brain. “Some method to the Atlantean’s madness…”

Sophie shrugged in mid-flight. “Or maybe it’s just modern,” she said, dropping lower through the patrol net of drones. “Come on—we can ask Ben Ellis about it once we’ve beaten the shit out of him!”

I knew there was more to it than that. The design of the house—it called out to me somehow, touching dormant memories in the back of my brain. Maybe I’d seen it while I was doing research back at the museum?

Whatever it was, I didn’t have time to think about it. We touched down at the estate, landing between the pool and the back door, at a kind of patio area with a bar, tiki torches, and several beach chairs. I could almost picture a bunch of Hollywood starlets hanging around, taking pictures of each other for their Instagrams.

My heart skipped a beat as I pulled the keycard from my pocket and slipped it into the door. “Moment of truth,” I whispered, bracing myself for the sharp screech of an alarm bell. If Melissa had lied to us, or was planning to betray our group, now would be the moment. If this access card was fake, Sophie and I were in big trouble.

The panel over the lock flashed green, and the door unlocked. Sophie sighed, her shoulders relaxing.

Ben Ellis’s kitchen was a wonder—it should have been on one of those fancy cooking shows. I didn’t have time to appreciate it, however, as the sounds of conversation reached my enhanced hearing. I held Sophie back, cocking an ear to listen in.

“What?” Sophie whispered. Both of us had started acting like cat burglars—which, in a sense, we were.

“Stay here,” I said, gesturing at the open back door. “I’m going to sneak up on both of them. See what I can find out about this Unveiling.”

Sophie didn’t like that idea. I could tell in her stance, and in the tone of her voice when she spoke. “Nick, you shouldn’t go it alone—”

“Trust me,” I whispered. “The way you did in the subway. Just wait for the cavalry to arrive, alright? Meanwhile, I’ll be listening in on those assholes, and if they try to run, you’ll know. You watch the back door so they can’t get away. Understood?”

I figured Sophie knew I wasn’t really depending on her to secure the exit. I just wanted to keep her out of direct danger—especially if I needed to face off against both Ellis and Koschei together. But to her credit, she didn’t correct me.

“Fine,” she said, giving me a kiss on the cheek. “But you’d better come back to me in one piece, Nick. I’m looking forward to making you a Daddy for real, you know.”

“Damn straight,” I said, grabbing a handful of her ass. “See you soon, babygirl.”

Then I exploded into a cloud of locusts. I had been intending to just turn into a bite-sized locust, but this was obviously some other ability I didn’t know I’d possessed until now.

Sophie barely managed to hold in a scream. Only the fact that I had enough control over myself in this form to avoid directly touching her kept her from shrieking right in my face—or where my face would be, were I not a cloud of writhing insects. I buzzed in front of her, trying my best to reassure her that everything was alright.

I didn’t do a great job. Because, again, writhing ball of insects.

Leaving Sophie to recover in the kitchen, I whirled down the hallway toward the source of the conversation. As soon as I’d given up my hawk senses, I lost my ability to hear even murmurs, but as the Locust, I had other methods of locating my prey.

Halfway down the hall, a ventilation duct blew cooled air through the estate. My locusts fit themselves through the gaps, moving a dozen or so at a time until the whole swarm was in the vents. Perfect.

I’d been a few different animals before this, but inhabiting the body of an entire swarm of bugs? That felt strange as hell. I kept having to correct myself as we made our way through the vents, moving as if only the first locusts in the cloud mattered. I kept forgetting a couple of them, causing them to hop away randomly without my guidance.

Finally, I could hear the sound I’d picked up as a hawk. Another vent cover lay at the bottom of the shaft in which I found myself, and beneath it I saw a vast mahogany table. Strange instruments littered the room, making me think this must be a laboratory. Not the Dr. Ahriman kind—more like an alchemist’s lair than a scientist’s factory.

Ben Ellis was inside holding court. The man had the blandly handsome good looks of a TV weatherman or megachurch preacher, with a high coif of styled hair atop his head. He wore a tan suit, in marked contrast to the two darkly-clad strangers he spoke to. One I recognized immediately—it was Alexei Koschei. The other, the girl he’d brought with him, I didn’t know.

She was fucking gorgeous, though.

Even in locust form, I couldn’t tear my eyes off her. (And I had so, so many eyes!) She looked to be around the same age as Sophie, though her youthfulness didn’t reach the ice-blue of her eyes. Those looked impossibly old. Long red hair framed a cherub face, her gown elegantly cut and showing off a pale expanse of deep cleavage. If Koschei had brought her for arm candy, he’d forgotten about her, because she’d been left on the periphery of the conversation.

I pulled my locusts together and listened.

“No, I’m telling you—I want a superhero movie,” Ben Ellis said. He held a slim cell phone up to his ear and was yelling at someone on the other end. Meanwhile, Alexei Koschei watched on with barely concealed impatience. “Long franchises are where it’s at. What!? What do you mean I’m not leading man material?”

“Benjamin,” Alexei Koschei rumbled. He sounded weary—and with a creature as old and powerful as him, that meant nothing good. “I did not come all this way to listen to you bicker with your agent.”

Ben Ellis looked chastened. “Hang on just a sec, Alexei, I’m almost done. No, I mean if that weirdo Chris Pratt can get turned into Star Lord with the Marvel regimen, I’m sure the trainers can give me the physique I need! Trust me, I’ll do whatever it takes… yes, yes hmm. Alright, I’ve got to go, Cate. I’m not happy about this.”

He hung up.

“I don’t think they’re going to give me a superhero movie,” Ellis said, sounding crestfallen. “Those assholes.”

“Buy your own studio,” Koschei said, crossing his arms over his chest. “For the life of me, I don’t understand why you persist in this foolishness, Ellis.”

Ellis scoffed. “That’s cheating! Besides, do you have any idea what they’d say about an actor who bought his own movie studio just to cast himself in vanity roles?”

“My father wants to ensure you’re ready for the Unveiling,” the girl said, her voice and intonation matching a junior version of Koschei’s.

Father!? I stared at her. Not that it was hard—she was one hell of a knockout. The more I looked at her, the more I noticed the resemblance between her and Alexei—this wasn’t some adoptee situation like what was going on with Natasha. This woman was the genuine article, a descendent of a True Shifter. Probably a True Shifter herself.

Why did that make me so hot?

“Of course I’m ready,” Ellis snapped, tossing the cell phone across the room in disgust. “I’m old enough to not need to be babysat, Koschei. Either by you or your brat.”

Koschei’s ancient eyes glared at him. “That is what I believed as well,” he said in a gravelly, accented tone. “Yet I hear you lost one of your main sources of support, Benjamin. The spiders?”

Oh, I thought with a chuckle. The spiders. Yeah, I’d killed those fuckers dead.

Apparently, my chuckle—which was a kind of insectile chittering—made more noise than I’d expected. The redhead gave a smooth start, covering it with a brushing of her long hair, then glanced upward—directly at the vent where I was hiding.

Shit! She couldn’t see me, could she? If even one locust was out of place, my cover might have just been blown.

I watched realization flicker across her cold, pitiless eyes. Those orbs couldn’t have been more different than the beautiful woman they belonged to—they looked like they should have been in the face of an ancient crone, hauled up from some subterranean catacombs.

I waited for her to scream. Instead, she smiled.

And winked at me.

What the fuck!? Why wasn’t she attacking me? Why the fuck didn’t she tell Koschei and Ellis that I was here?

“The loss of my spider troops is a temporary setback,” Ellis said, brushing away the concerns. “I already have contacts for a follow-up army. A group of Turned who owe me protection money.”

Koschei let out a huff. “Very well. And the situation with the Prime?”

I froze up even more.

“I’ll present you his corpse myself,” Ellis swore, his words dripping with vehemence. “I don’t know how some trumped-up frat boy managed to get his hands on the Primal Talisman, but I swear to you he won’t keep it.”

“That power belongs to me by right,” Koschei said, turning back to his daughter. “Once the Prime is dead, I expect to have the Talisman brought to me immediately. I don’t want to hear that it’s gone missing from his body, Ellis. Understood?”

I didn’t even need to see Ellis to feel his nervousness. “Of course, my Lord,” the man said, making a strange gesture over his chest with both arms. Some sort of token of fealty?

Whatever it was, it seemed to satisfy Koschei. “One week,” he reminded the other man, stalking toward the other side of the room. His cute daughter followed, giving my hiding place one final smile. “Remember that!”

Where the fuck is he going? I wondered. Out by the pool, maybe? I can’t see a guy like Alexei Koschei taking a swim—

Suddenly the chamber flashed as brightly as a noonday sun. Alexei Koschei and his daughter were gone.

Ellis stared across the room for a long moment, then went to retrieve his cell phone. “Bastard,” he spat, leaning over the desk. “One of these days, Alexei, someone’s going to get fed up with your bullshit. We all know it.”

Would they? Maybe. But I got the impression a guy as strong as Koschei would eliminate any potential threats long before they got to the point of challenging him. After all, that’s what he was trying to do with me, right?

And still, my heart jumped in my chests—all one hundred of them. That redhead had seen me. Alexei Koschei’s daughter, or whatever she was, had a bead on my hiding place and did nothing to stop me. Why?

Another thought to tuck in for later.

Ellis moved across the room, evidently considering the meeting over. There, however, he was wrong.

I pushed through the vent, knocking it to the floor. The Atlantean had another appointment to keep. One he hadn’t even known was coming.

It was time to cross off the first name on Natasha’s list.


Chapter 15

“What the fuck!?” Ellis froze in his tracks, a stone’s throw from the door to his study. “Is this another one of your fucking pranks, Alexei? Leaving a little present behind to vex me?”

I didn’t give a fuck about whatever games the Atlanteans played with each other. It was time to get serious. Time to kill. Alison had worried that I might be giving up a piece of my soul by throwing in with Natasha and hunting down the Atlanteans. That by doing so, I was becoming a murderer, not merely someone killing in self-defense.

As I reformed myself into a human body, leaving the chitinous armor and sharp scythes of the locust on my ordinary frame, I realized she didn’t understand. She’d never stood at this precipice before, and she had no hope of feeling the way I felt.

This wasn’t murder. It wasn’t even killing.

It was justice.

“Not a prank,” I said, smiling at Ellis. “It’s time for you and me to finish what we started, Ellis. I took your spiders, and now I’m going to take you.”

I expected him to transform—I saw the outline of his Talisman beneath his smart suit, a leather strap much like my own tying it around his neck. Instead, he lifted his hands like someone startled by the police.

“There’s no need for violence,” he said, flashing the winning smile that had won him so many roles on TV shows and feature films. “You are misinformed about my character, young man. You are the Prime, I assume?”

“Yes,” I growled, sliding the Primal Talisman from under my shirt. It was a reckless move, but the look on Ellis’s face when he saw my power unveiled made it worth it. “I am.”

He flashed an awkward grin. “I have no quarrel with you,” he said, gesturing with his hands. “Your enemy is Koschei! Believe me, we Atlanteans have longed to be free from beneath the yoke of that man’s power. Yearned for centuries, to tell you the truth…”

“I just heard you swear to your ‘Lord’ that you’d bring him my corpse yourself,” I said flatly.

All at once, the genial mask slipped off Ellis’s face. He might have been better at hiding his true nature than the garden variety Atlantean, but there was no mistaking the look of ancient, corrupted hatred that spread across his face as he realized the jig was up.

“Oh,” Ellis said, his lips twisting in a snarl. “Very well, then. I’ll have to fulfill my promise earlier than intended, then—”

Mid-syllable, he struck. It was the Atlantean equivalent of a sucker punch—without warning, he rushed me.

Fortunately for me, I hadn’t fully let go of the power of the locust.

I split apart into hundreds of tiny insects, dodging away from Ellis. A glance backward as I reformed showed me something strange. In the space where Koschei had disappeared, someone had painted a symbol across the wooden wall. It looked oddly familiar…

My train of thought derailed as Ellis struck out at my head. He swung again and again, chaining punches and kicks together in a combo that would have been the envy of any fighting game character. For long moments, all I could do was duck and dive away, the momentum totally on his side.

“You like that, huh?” he snarled, his genial facade dissolving even further. “I did a few kung fu movies fifty or so years ago. Of course, I had a totally different face then—but you never really forget the moves! It’s like riding a bicycle!”

Ellis truly did know kung fu. Yet the more he struck out at me, the more surprised I became that he hadn’t shifted.

He’s saving it for a sneak attack, I told myself. Better be ready!

As a result, I held back more than I would have otherwise. I lifted my scythe hands in a defensive posture, letting him punch and kick to his heart’s content. He moved around the room like a demented flea, jumping off the furniture to launch himself in a flurry of attacks, but he couldn’t break my guard.

“Damned brat,” he growled, infusing the word with much more hatred than when he’d used it to describe Koschei’s daughter. “Stop stalling and fight me!”

It was an invitation that could have been a trap. Yet, I couldn’t resist rising to the bait. The tiger within me, the hawk, and the locust, all of them wanted combat. This staying back and defending wasn’t the kind of fighting I liked best.

I kept on blocking, backing slowly across the room. Ellis pushed the advantage again and again, delivering kicks and punches like a martial arts movie on fast forward.

Finally, he pulled out a spinning crane kick that knocked my scythe arms to the side. I spread my arms like someone going for a bear hug, defenseless as Ellis smiled like a shark. He moved in for the kill, lowering his head and charging.

I swung, and he ducked to avoid my scythes. Only they weren’t scythes any longer, but the thick paws of a tiger. The difference in size caused them to knock Ellis across the top of his head, staggering him.

A swift kick to his chest, and the man fell over, going down on his ass. His tan suit was covered in dirt from rolling on the floor. He sprang up as quickly as he fell, but I could tell I’d hit him where it hurt. The certainty and bravado I’d seen in his eyes a few moments ago were no longer there.

“Why don’t you show me your true power?” I said, trying to goad him. If he went full-bore against me now, he’d be all tapped out when my harem got here. Even if he got the upper hand, by the time he won, they’d be ready to save me and kick his ass. “Quit all this kung fu bullshit and fight me, Ellis! I want to see your true form! Show me what an Atlantean is made of!”

Ellis took a step back, wiping blood from his split bottom lip. “You’re strong,” he said, sounding surprised. “A lot stronger than I thought you’d be, boy.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I killed your spiders,” I said, spreading my paws. “Who the fuck did you think I was?”

“They were killed by the third rail—I assumed it was a clever trick.” Ellis shook his head, as if trying to convince himself he could still stand against me. “Who’s helping you, boy? No one could gain that much power that quickly, not even a brand new Prime.”

A smirk rose to my face. “You’re kidding.”

“I’m not,” Ellis promised. “Tell me who you’re working for, what their game plan is, and we can work this out. We might even be on the same side, your Master and I!”

I shook my head. This man didn’t understand—and he probably never would.

“I have no Master,” I growled, taking a step forward. My shadow stretched until it covered the entire room, making Ellis look small and weak in comparison. “My power comes from my mates, Ellis. From the women I bed. Every time I fuck one, they become mine for life. And they make me even more powerful than I was before.” I glanced down at my abs, where my shirt had been ripped open in the fight. “As you can see, I’ve got a hell of a lot of babes on my side.”

I expected Ellis to wilt like a flower. Instead, he let out a haughty laugh. “Getting your dick wet doesn’t make you equal to an Atlantean,” he said, squaring up. “You don’t think I’ve had women, boy? I’ve been alive for thousands of years —and I’ve spent the last seventy-five of them being a Hollywood fixture! I’ve banged more broads than you can count!”

It sounded so pathetic coming from him like that. Sure, this man had gotten laid. Probably gotten laid plenty—in numbers and ways that would make a porn star blush. But what he lacked, what he’d never understand about my powers, was the connection. Alison, Mira, Sophie, Felicia, Valetta, and Amanda—it wasn’t just their pussies that gave me the power I needed to overcome my enemies. It was their souls. Their support, their relationships, their ferocity, and kindness and love.

I made a show of looking around the study, as if both Ellis and I were in one of those hidden camera shows. “Where are they?” I asked, unable to keep the shit-eating grin off my face. “I don’t see any of them, Benny.”

The man frowned. “I don’t see any of yours, either,” he said, shrugging as if it didn’t matter. “We’re both all alone here, Prime—”

An alarm blared from the ceiling.

As a look of horror dawned on Ellis’s face, I took a moment to gloat. “No,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “You’re alone. I, on the other hand, have a whole harem breaking through your defenses at this very moment.”

He stared at me like he could look right through me. Like disbelieving I’d beaten him would make me somehow disappear. “Fuck you.”

“Yeah,” I said with a chuckle. “That’s what they do. Tell you what, Ben. You surrender now, tell us everything you know about Koschei and this Unveiling, and we just might let you live. What do you say?”

He stood there for a moment—then turned and ran.

I’m ashamed to say I was caught flat-footed. Of all the things I’d expected Ellis to do in this situation, booking it like a coward had been so far down the list that it would have needed a second page. So I didn’t bolt after him the way I should have—I was too shocked. Him in his tan suit, running for his life, it seemed absurd.

As he reached the door to the study, it slammed open on a gust of wind. Sophie stood in the doorway, tendrils of power wrapped around her arms and legs. Apparently, she’d followed the letter of my request, but not the spirit. She’d been waiting at the door, listening the entire time in order to jump in if anything went wrong.

Like if the Atlantean I’d been hunting decided to run like a bitch.

Ellis didn’t slow. As Sophie lifted her arms, conjuring wind, he pushed her to the side, slamming her lithe young body against the door frame. Sophie went down in a heap, stunned, and he raced down the hallway like his ass was on fire.

“Shit, I wish you hadn’t done that,” I said, helping Sophie to her feet. “Are you alright?”

She wasted no time. “My pride’s more hurt than anything,” she said, pointing down the hallway. “Get him before he gets away, Nick!”

With a grin, I threw myself into the chase. There was something animalistic about tracking down Benjamin Ellis as he fled—like a tiger following a wounded gazelle, waiting for it to collapse. He raced down the hallways, slamming doors behind him like they had a chance of stopping me. My tiger’s paws ripped them right out of the frame, and the power of the hawk kept me speedy as I remained hot on his heels.

“Why are you running?” I roared, pouncing my way down the hall as we neared the kitchen where Sophie and I had broken in in the first place. “There’s nowhere to hide, Ellis! We’ve got this whole fucking canyon surrounded!”

My words didn’t slow him in the slightest. He tore through the kitchen and kicked open the door to the patio. The clear blue sky shone in the rectangular opening, a straight shot to Ben Ellis’s freedom.

A half-dozen women stood in the way. My harem, who’d assembled themselves around the back door like a fucking SWAT team.

Ellis froze in his tracks, looking to the sides like an animal caught in a trap. When he realized there was nowhere left to run, his shoulders slumped. The man looked like a deflated balloon. I couldn’t believe how defeated he was.

Mira stood at the front of the group, her whip at her side. “Your drones have been destroyed,” she informed Ellis in a matter-of-fact tone. “There’s no help coming for you. Surrender now, or Nick’s mates will tear you apart!”

He’s going to give up, I thought. All the fight had left Ellis. I could already see him on the opposite side of a table, using every bit of his Hollywood smarm to get the best possible deal out of me and my girls. Sure, he’d be a decent asset against the Atlanteans—but fuck, what an annoying one.

He glanced over his shoulder as I reached the backdoor, seeing the routes of escape were shut on both sides now. A sigh escaped him, and even his coiffed hair seemed to have less pizazz than usual.

“You wanted to see a true Atlantean?” he asked, his tone almost conversational. “You have no idea what you’re doing, Prime. Alexei Koschei will kill you for this…”

“I’m not worried about Koschei,” I said, stepping forward. “Alexei wasn’t inside—he teleported out, the same way he did back at his mansion. I’m starting to think we’ll never get a crack at the man…”

My women all looked disappointed by the news. Mira’s shoulders sagged the slightest bit, and her gaze turned from Ellis to me.

That was all the opening Ellis needed.

He sprinted forward, pushing Mira to the side the same way he’d done with Sophie. Mira didn’t fall down, but she staggered against a deck chair, giving the man a small square of escape across the patio. He booked it for the long, wraparound pool, running like his life depended on it.

“Where the fuck is he going?” I asked, helping steady Mira. “Doesn’t he know there’s nowhere to run?”

Benjamin Ellis didn’t falter. When he reached the edge of the pool, he dove right in, fully clothed. He disappeared beneath the surface of the water like an Olympic diver, barely leaving a ripple behind.

I expected him to surface at the other end and keep running. When he didn’t, an uneasy feeling spread through my chest.

“Uh, guys?” Felicia turned and stared into the water, searching for some sign of Ellis. “Where the hell did he go!?”

My girls lined up at the surface of the water, each trying to be the one to spot him. The uneasy feeling deepened into panic. Something was wrong. Ellis was not surrendering—in fact, I’d started to think he hadn’t even begun to fight…

His words echoed in the back of my head: do you want to see a true Atlantean?

“Girls, get back!” I roared, pushing my way to the edge of the pool. “It’s a fucking trap—!”

Too late. A writhing mass of tentacles burst from beneath the surface, knocking my mates off their feet. As they tumbled, a great black mass rose from the bottom of the pool, tossing a wave of water in all directions.

Now I understood why Benjamin Ellis hadn’t transformed while he’d fought me. We’d been fighting on land.

Benjamin Ellis’s primal form was aquatic in nature. A true Atlantean.

The Kraken.


Chapter 16

“Everyone get back!” I commanded, hustling my women away from the side of the pool. “It was a fucking trap!”

Even facing the thing down under threat of death, I couldn’t help but be amazed by the Kraken’s majesty. The creature stood as tall as a building, overlooking the estate by a wide margin. Dozens of tentacles unfurled like flags from beneath the surface of the water, slapping the patio like hammers hitting anvils. Its single eye was black and unblinking with a hard beak like a parrot’s just beneath it the size of a fucking Volkswagen.

That eye focused on me, filling with pure, primal hatred. I’d shamed Ellis, beaten him underneath his own roof, and now he intended to punish me for my actions.

“Get back!” I roared to get my mates moving faster. They still seemed to think this was an ordinary battle—that Ellis would fold the same way Dr. Ahriman had, and with less fuss.

They didn’t realize Ellis knew exactly how to punish me. He wasn’t going to come after me, not directly. Not with the Primal Talisman around my neck.

He’d strike at my women.

As if confirming the worst of my thoughts, a pair of tentacles stretched from the surface and wrapped around Sophie’s waist. She gave a horrified scream as the monster lifted her off her feet, the suction cups along its tentacles gripping her firm young flesh.

“No!” I shrieked, reaching for her. “Let her go!”

Ellis did not let her go. Instead, he lifted her higher into the air, pulling her toward that beaklike maw. It snapped, opening and closing like a guillotine as he tugged Sophie to her doom. I swore I could hear a dark, sinister chuckling coming from the Kraken, as if it knew the loss of even one of my mates would hurt me worse than any wound.

I soared into the air, letting go of my human form as I streaked upward like an arrow in flight. Sophie kicked out, screeching like the final girl in a horror movie as she struggled to free herself from the Kraken’s grip. She got a leg free, only for two more tentacles to wrap around the limb, pinning it to the spot.

Without thinking about it, I flew directly between the Kraken and his prize. Its beak snapped out at me, the unblinking eye swirling madly in its head as it sought to grab me instead of Sophie. A tentacle shot out from nowhere and slapped me in the side of the head, nearly sending me sprawling to the pool far below.

“Nick, run!” Sophie begged, desperately trying to get free. “Don’t let it eat you! It’s not worth it!”

But it was. I’d be damned if Ellis took a single thing that belonged to me—and that included my women.

Reaching into my chest with spectral fingers, I grabbed hold of the Locust. My hawk body split apart as the Kraken’s beak closed, transforming in an instant into thousands of swarming, stinging locusts.

I savored the sound of the Kraken’s scream as I tore at its eye. It whipped at me again and again with its tentacles, crazed and maddened by the attack on its sensitive weak spot. It was no use—the locusts were far too mobile. Every time Ellis smacked a few of them from the sky, I’d reform new ones.

I’d succeeded in hitting him head-on, but I wasn’t doing much damage. My bites were more for show than anything else, the sort of thing that would madden an ordinary shifter into making a stupid move. Ellis was anything but ordinary.

I began to grasp that now. He’d fooled us all with his foppish ways and stupid tan suit, but behind that genial mask lay a creature as ancient and hateful as the waves himself. There was a reason he was at the top of Natasha’s list, and it wasn’t because taking him down would be easy.

Felicia, in her hawk form, attempted to dive and claw at the Karen, but it swept a tentacle upward and brought her down from the air. The Kraken reared backward, moving its huge body away even as it brought more tentacles to the front. They grabbed at my fleeing women, clasping legs and arms and wrapping around necks as the Kraken reached for everything he could hold.

Bastard, I thought, even as I admitted it was a good tactic. He couldn’t do any damage to me, so he’d let me waste my energy on his eye while tugging my women beneath the waves. One on one, this fight might be different, but with my girls in the mix, I had to spin multiple plates at the same time.

Alison, Mira, Felicia, and Valetta all had tentacles wrapped around them and were fighting, barely able to keep themselves from sinking beneath the surface of the pool. Amanda jumped between them, metal gauntlets around her fists—it looked like she’d taken on the aspect of the Locust as a Beastmage after all—but even her newfound skill was little use.

Swearing, I dove straight down, taking on the form of a human as I hit the ground.

Mira was closest, so I dove for her. I embraced the Locust further than I had before, my arms turning into vicious scythes right before my eyes. A tentacle came at my head, and I slashed the tip off as neatly as a samurai at a duel before slamming both scythes into the thick tendril holding Mira.

She came free with a gasp, crawling on her hands and knees away from the side of the pool. “The others,” she whimpered, pointing at the surface of the water. “Nick, help!”

Alison, Felicia, and Valetta had been pulled beneath the surface of the pool, dragged into the watery deep. Without immediate action, they’d fucking drown—exactly what the Kraken wanted.

I dove for the pool—only for three tentacles I hadn’t seen to launch into an attack. The fuckers had snuck up on me while I’d been saving Mira, placed like chess pieces by a grandmaster to stop my assault before it began. Two of the thick tendrils grabbed my legs, keeping me from getting any closer, while a third wrapped around my neck.

I slammed face first into the patio surface, trying to crawl to the pool. Every moment my women spent down there was another ticking down to their deaths! I couldn’t let them be killed…

The Kraken growled like an earthquake above me, its vicious laughter cracking the sky. I kicked at the tentacles around my legs, gaining a foot and reaching the edge of the pool. But I couldn’t reach inside—my girls were all the way at the bottom, pinned to the floor of the pool by the tentacles.

As the tendril around my neck choked me, I could see them struggling. Alison, Felicia, and Valetta, their faces filled with panic as they tried to break free of the mass of writing tentacles at the bottom of the pool. Valetta looked like she was on the verge of passing out, and Felicia was struggling as best as she could, but Alison was worse than both of them.

She saw me, and her eyes filled with hope. I could see it even through the tentacles, and the look on her face broke my heart.

Will I have a Talisman of my own? Her voice whispered in my head. Alison reached out for me from beneath the waves, only for another tentacle to slap her hands away.

The Kraken’s rumble slowed, forming into the shapes of words. It was like listening to a mountain speak, but I understood what it said. Its words were poison to my ears.

Look at her, the Kraken growled. She’s realizing you’re not going to save her. She’s going to die, Prime, and there’s nothing you can do about it.

“No!” I shrieked, the tentacle around my neck not tight enough to cut off my words. “Let them go! It’s me you want!”

Didn’t you say your power was your sluts? The Kraken shook with laughter. I think I’ll take those away from you, then…

Valetta’s eyes closed, her body floating in the tentacles’ embrace. Alison gave me a last mournful look and turned away, fighting the tendrils around her with renewed vigor. It was no use. All she’d end up doing was burn away her few remaining moments of life faster.

I’d lost. Even if I beat Ellis now, took his Talisman and his powers, it would cost me my mates. Three of them—the dark-haired locust shifter who’d taught me so much, the hawk shifter model, and the co-ed I’d always dreamed of being with.

The Tiger inside of me roared. The Hawk screeched. The sounds the Locust made were beyond description.

Darkness crept in on the edges of my vision. The world receded, all the colors bleeding away until the Kraken looked like a monochrome monster. Fade to black, a little piece of me thought. A real Hollywood ending—just the kind Ellis would approve of.

I stopped struggling against the tentacles and watched as Alison’s eyes closed, her consciousness fading fast. Soon I’d be gone too, and the Atlanteans would win.

Those bastards. Those vampires. They thought they could take everything they wanted—and they were right.

They were going to take everything from me!

I wouldn’t let them! I couldn’t. Not now. Not ever.

They were mine. All mine. My mates, my lovers, my friends, my everything.

The likes of Ellis dared to try to take them from me. The fucking Prime.

My eyes opened—and the world stopped making sense for a few moments.

A burst of energy flared in my chest, and the tentacles around my body shot away as if they’d been put on a red-hot oven. Something was happening to me, something beyond explanation, but I didn’t care—I dove into the pool like it was the only thing in the world that mattered.

I sank like a stone, tentacles retreating before me as I swam toward the core. They fled from me. They feared me. What had I become?

Doesn’t matter, I thought. Got to save Valetta. Got to save Felicia! Got to save Alison!

All three of their bodies were limp as I grabbed them. The tentacles that had been so enthusiastic about choking the life out of them only a few short moments ago retracted, as if the Kraken hadn’t figured out what to make of me yet. I grabbed the three women and pushed upward as hard as I could, my muscles flexing with the effort.

I broke the surface of the water and tossed the trio onto the safety of the patio. Valetta coughed and sputtered, spitting up a gout of chlorinated water. She was safe. Felicia gasped and did the same, as safe as Valetta.

But Alison just lay there like a corpse, all the color drained from her face.

“No!” I roared, my own voice unfamiliar to my ears. I no longer sounded like a tiger, or a hawk, or a locust. The voice scared me, to be honest, but far less than the sight of Alison not moving scared me. “Get the fuck up, Alison! You’re not dying on me!”

I pressed blurry hands against her chest. I had to hold myself back, because suddenly my limbs had enough strength to crack her ribcage and rip right through her heart. I pushed once, twice, three times, then opened her mouth and pressed my lips to hers.

The rest of the battle, the combat—it all faded away. The only thing that mattered was the safety of my mates.

Please, I begged, not sure who I was talking to. God? The Primal Talisman? It didn’t really matter. Please, please let her live…

The world rang in my ears, the splashing of water and fussing of my other mates lost in the harsh reverberating ring as I worked on Alison again and again. My pounding heart overtook the sound, drowning it out as my stomach wretched with fear.

How long was she unconscious already? How long until she was braindead? How long until I lost her?

I refused to give up, refused to let her go.

Alison’s body jerked like it had been hit with a taser. She rolled onto her side and vomited across the tile, spitting up water and pieces of tentacles.

Holy shit, I thought. She’d tried to BITE her way free. What a woman…

Her eyes opened weakly.

“Alison, it’s okay,” I told her, looming over her. “It’s alright. You’re safe now, I’m not going to let that fucker hurt you…”

She blinked once, twice, the film dropping from her eyes.

Then she screamed.

What the fuck!? I reached for her, only for her to stumble back in fright. She looked like she’d seen a ghost, or a monster, or…

Finally, it clicked.

As Mira grabbed Alison and dragged her away, Amanda doing the same with Valetta, I turned and walked to the edge of the pool. The Kraken watched, its tentacles held upright for the moment and away from the fight.

I looked down, like Narcissus beholding his own reflection. Only what I saw didn’t beguile me—it filled me with righteous anger.

Only belatedly, as I tried to make sense of myself, did I probe my chest with mental fingers. The walls between Tiger and Hawk and Locust inside of me—they were gone. They’d been shattered by my anger, my fear of loss, and now all three forms flowed through me in equal measure.

My visage reflected this. I was no longer any one animal, but a mélange of three. My features looked tigrine, then avian, then insectoid, my limbs and weapons changing with a fluidity that stunned me. I was monstrous, sure, but what a fucking monster!

I’d broken the barriers within myself. I was a Chimera Shifter.


Chapter 17

You’ve done it, the Kraken rumbled far above me. I didn’t think it was possible! This changes everything…

One of my hands shifted into human form, balling into a fist. My thoughts scattered along a dozen different tracks, following the path of bird and beast, and it was a struggle to hold onto myself. Transforming into a hawk or a locust for the first time had been one hell of a head trip, but this was something else entirely. A major level up.

There was one thing all the portions of me could agree on, however. I was angry.

I looked up at the Kraken, my face half lion and half locust. Both visages carried a smirk.

“This changes nothing,” I said, my voice echoing across the canyon like a bomb going off. “Except the manner in which you’re going to die.”

The Kraken, that great and powerful monster, flinched.

I would pledge fealty to you, it rumbled, its tentacles twitching in the air. With this power, you could challenge Alexei Koschei himself. All Atlantis could be yours! You could rule the world, take the Great Conspiracy over for yourself, once and for all. All you need to do is accept it…

Did he really think this would sway me?

I glared up at the beast, rage distorting my vision. The tiger kept wanting to coat everything with a red film, while the hawk kept sharpening the angles of my vision until it felt like I was looking through binoculars.

Suddenly, I realized I was weaker than I appeared. I had all the pieces, sure—but they didn’t work together well. Not yet. Until I had more control over myself, I wasn’t at my full strength in Chimera form.

The Kraken took my hesitation to mean I was considering its offer. You will need a guide, it rumbled, as wheedling and sycophantic as the man whose essence coursed through its heart. I will do that for you, Prime. Be your guide to the underworld—the Virgil to your Dante. You need me, you don’t even realize HOW MUCH you need me yet. But you will, Prime. You will…

I looked up at the Kraken. Then I glanced over my shoulder at my harem.

My mates were shaken, soaking wet, clinging to each other in fear. Several of them were injured and needed first aid. If I chose to fight here, I’d be doing it alone.

My women looked at me with a mixture of fear and awe, barely able to believe what they were looking at. I couldn’t blame them—their only experience with a Chimera Shifter had been Dr. Ahriman, and he’d been a psychopathic bastard.

Was I? Did taking on this power make me a villain, or could I wield it the way I chose?

If Alison had been able to speak, I believe it would have been her who’d shaken off her fear enough to ask me a question. As it was, the honor went to Sophie.

“Daddy?” The word passed her lips without a hint of shame. “Is that you? Is it really you?” She looked worse for wear, her clothes torn almost completely off by the Kraken’s tentacles. Water dripped from her as she crawled closer to me on all fours, looking up at me like she couldn’t decide if I was her savior or her destroyer.

Funny, I thought, looking down at her. How easy it is to make such a big decision.

Because when I heard those words leave Sophie’s lips, I knew. I just knew.

I was no Atlantean. And I never would be.

No truce. No peace. No takeover.

All of them had to die.

“It is,” I said, forcing enough humanity into my face to make my voice sound normal. “Be right back, babygirl. I’ve got some business to take care of.”

Then, before the Kraken could ready itself, I leaped into the air and struck.

It was fast, but I was faster. So much faster! The triple combo of essences floating through my bloodstream acted like a force multiplier, giving me an exponential increase in speed and strength. Before the Kraken had readied its tentacles, I leaped to the first and did something with my arms. When I was done, the thing was slashed in two, the severed tip twitching on the deck.

The Kraken bellowed with rage. So you have chosen death!

No, buddy, I thought, moving to my task with grim determination. Only one of us is dying today. And it’s not me.

I moved on instinct. The different parts of my Chimera nature didn’t quite fit together yet, like a puzzle with slightly off-center pieces. All I knew was that every time the creature struck out, something inside me countered it with exactly the blow needed, be it bird or beast or insect. The Kraken tried its best to grab me, then tried its best to get away.

Neither worked.

Before I knew it, I’d slashed away half of the creature’s tentacles. Sneering, I dropped to the level of the patio and grabbed one, then swung it like a mace at its snapping, birdlike beak. It bit down on its own severed limb, recoiling in disgust at the taste.

“It doesn’t like to taste itself,” Mira snickered from below. “It’s definitely not one of us, then…”

It certainly wasn’t. The Kraken threw everything it had into a final attack, bringing the remainder of its tentacles from beneath the surface of the pool. They moved not against me, who would have just shimmered and transformed into something capable of shredding them to bits, but against my women.

Smart. The Kraken wanted hostages, or maybe it wanted to do the drowning trick again. If it could kill even one of my mates, it could probably break my spirit. But there was one problem with its plan.

I was a Chimera Shifter. And even more than that, I was a fucking Prime.

I dropped like a meteor, landing between the tentacles and my women. My jaws snapped out, ripping through the nearest tendril in a gout of blood and gore. The taste of sushi filled my mouth as I got calamari all up in my teeth, then my maw reformed as I went after the next tentacle.

This time, my women didn’t need to be told to stay back. They cowered together near the door, shocked by the ferocity on display. At the same time, I could feel how wet they were. I could smell their arousal, and the knowledge that once the fight was done, I could collect my spoils pushed me on.

I grabbed two tentacles and tied them together into a knot, watching the pair squirm across the deck. That stopped the Kraken’s assault on my women, which freed me up to attack. I soared into the air, my fists turning into a kaleidoscope of claws and sinew as I struck out at the Kraken’s eye.

It tried to dodge, but a creature the size of a fucking building is anything but agile—and I was fast and slippery as a snake. Both my arms melted together into a spike of pure, glowing power, something of no animal and of all at once.

The beak snapped in fear. The great eye whirled in its socket.

“The end, asshole!” I snarled, the words distorted within my Chimera form. “No fucking sequel!”

I drove the spike right through the Kraken’s eye, spearing it.

At first, I mistook the sound I heard for distant thunder. Then I realized it was coming from a hell of a lot closer to me—right next to me, in fact. Blood poured from the Kraken’s wound, mixing with the water of the pool as the creature crumbled.

The Kraken sank downward, its massive bulk collapsing as the wound proved fatal. The remaining tentacles connected to the creature’s body withered and turned to dust, its head rapidly shrinking as it landed in the pool from whence it came.

When it finally faded, there was nothing left but Ellis, floating face up in the surf. One of his eyes had been torn out, leaving nothing but a gaping hole where it once had been.

I dragged the man to the patio and ripped off his shirt. His Talisman lay against his chest, glittering and gold. Something about it sent a tingle into the back of my head, the same tingle I’d had when staring down at the strange shape of his estate. I was sure I’d seen it somewhere before, but the answer eluded me.

Maybe I could ask him. But he’d probably just lie, anyway.

“I’d like you to know,” I said, releasing my grip on the power flowing through me, “that I reject your offer.”

Somehow, I let go of the Chimera. The walls between Tiger, Hawk, and Locust reformed within my heart, though something told me they could be shattered at any time by enough force or emotion. I guess I was kinda like the Hulk in that respect. My enemies definitely didn’t want to see me angry.

“I gathered,” Ellis said, spitting water to the side. Now that he’d been bested, all the fight truly had gone out of him. He seemed resigned to his fate. “That’s a mistake, Prime. You could be so much more than you are. You have to understand—”

I snatched the Talisman from his neck, ripping it free of its leather cord. The sound Ellis let out as the ancient relic left his neck was partially the cry of a centuries’ long heartbreak, and partially the sound of a child having his toy taken away.

“I’m already what I’m supposed to be,” I told the cringing man, looming over him like the specter of Death itself. “There’s nothing else you can do to help me with that, Ellis. Except die.”

The man began to chuckle. “You really think so?”

I punched my chest with a human fist. “Two weeks ago, I worked at a museum. Now look at me. Look at my power.”

Ellis coughed. “The gap between you and an ordinary person is large,” he said, trying right up until the last moment to sway me. “But the gap between you and an Atlantean is even larger! Please, you don’t know what you’re doing!”

I put my hands on my hips. “I don’t know,” I said, gazing down at him. “I’m looking at an Atlantean right now. And I don’t really think so. Do you?”

Finally, at long last, the great Hollywood actor Benjamin Ellis was struck speechless.

It only lasted a few moments. He began to blubber, his expression collapsing in a way I was pretty sure Alexei Koschei would have considered unbecoming of an Atlantean. His sobs filled me with disgust, even as his body began to wither without the Talisman around his neck.

“Please,” he wheezed, sounding ridiculous. “Please, please…”

I turned my arm into a scythe and slashed. One quick move, and it was done. Ellis’s head rolled across the ground, separated from his withering body.

The rest of him faded away, replaced with little more than skin and bones. Without the power of the Talisman, this was all that was left. A sad, gray man, alive long past his time.

My women stared at me like a God.

“Are you… are you alright?” Mira asked, her eyes as wide as the moon. “The Chimera… you really fought it down? You won?”

I spread my arms and smiled. “It’s me, ladies,” I said, giving them a broad grin. “Someone collect that head before it rots—we’re going to need it to prove to Natasha that we took Ellis down. That woman owes me now, for doing all of this…”

It was like a dam burst within my harem. Relief flooded the faces of my mates, soon replaced with cheers. They acted as if they’d known all along, but deep down I realized—they’d been worried about me. About the Chimera. After all, they’d seen what had happened to Dr. Ahriman when he’d embraced it.

But I’d tamed it. I wasn’t just a vessel for Atlantean powers—I was better than they were. Stronger. Faster. More attractive.

And I fucked like a beast. No, a Prime.

The girls ripped open Ellis’s kitchen, bringing out bottles of champagne which they sprayed everywhere. The few members of my harem who were still wearing their clothes discarded them, although no one seemed interested in taking a dip in the blood-soaked pool.

“You did it,” Sophie murmured, embracing me. “Oh, I should have listened to you all along, Daddy! Please, please punish me tonight—please start working on making yourself a Daddy for real.”

I would. I planned on enjoying every member of my clan tonight. After all, we had a hell of a victory to celebrate. I only wished I’d been able to stop Koschei before he left the estate—if he’d hung around, I might have two trophies to hand over to Natasha.

Or you would have lost, a little voice inside me whispered. You nearly lost to Ellis…

But I hadn’t. And those were worries for another time, to be tucked in the back of my head with my concerns about Chimera Form and the strange shape of Ellis’s mansion. Right now, I needed some heavy-duty R & R—and I just happened to be surrounded by beautiful, naked, willing women.

God they were so willing. I felt how turned on they were. Sophie might not be the only one who ended up carrying my heirs after this party.

As the girls came out of the kitchen with more looted food and drink, someone pressed a cell phone into my hand. It was Felicia, who had a big smile on her face. “She wants to talk to you,” she said, letting go of the phone and openly making out with Sophie. The two pawed at each other hot and heavy while I watched, the phone cool against my ear.

“Hello?” I asked, only half listening.

“Nick!” Natasha’s heavy accent carried over the line. She sounded more excited than I’d ever heard her. “Tell me your little hawk girl is just pranking me. Did you really kill Benjamin Ellis in his fucking Kraken form!?”

Alison sprayed champagne all over the two naked women, which only made them kiss and fondle each other with greater vigor.

“Something like that,” I admitted, chuckling knowingly at the sight. God, I was gonna pound them so hard. “Look, I’m kind of busy right now celebrating, so maybe we can catch up at the Crest City Zoo?”

“The Zoo?” I heard Natasha snort. “Fuck that! You killed Ben fucking Ellis—that estate is yours now, Nick. That’s ancient rights. No Atlanteans are going to fuck with you there—at least none who know what’s good for them!”

“Really?” I looked around the estate, picturing what it would be like for everything here to belong to me. Hell, the women already did—and that was the important part. “Well shit, we were starting to run out of space at the Zoo anyway. This might be a good place to set up shop.”

No doubt the Crest City Zoo would always function as part of our domain—the concentration of animals there masked the signals of the Atlanteans, after all. But more space for my women? A pool?

That sounded fucking amazing.

“Hey guys!” Mira emerged from the kitchen door, two bottles in her hands. She looked drunk already. “You’re never going to believe this—that asshole Ellis has his own home movie theater in the basement! I was looking at some of the titles, and I think they’re celebrity sex tapes!”

No fucking way! I’d love to see some of the names on that.

“Yeah, it’s a supervillain’s lair,” Natasha said over the line. “It’s perfect for you, from what I heard. Mr. Chimera.”

I gave a start. I hadn’t expected news of that to spread so quickly, although I probably should have figured. My girls were incorrigible gossips, and the news of my Chimera form would only intimidate the Atlanteans from coming after me.

“Something like that,” I said, grinning at the display before me. “So I’ve got Benjamin Ellis’s head for you here whenever you want it, Natasha. When did you think you might drop by?”

I heard her laughing on the other end of the line. “I’ll be there first thing in the morning,” she said, sounding proud. “You’ve succeeded beyond my wildest dreams, Nick. I’ll hold up my end of the bargain—tomorrow, I’m going to show you how to transfer the energy in Ellis’s Talisman into those ones you looted from Dr. Ahriman. Once you do that, you’ll be able to turn anyone you want into a shifter, just like the Atlanteans do.”

My girls will get them first, I thought, watching Sophie make out with Felicia. The two had moved onto a deck chair, and some tongues were starting to move between some thighs. Pretty soon they’d need me to add some meat to their sandwich. Once my mage girls had shifter powers, they’d be even more dangerous than ever. Atlanteans take note.

“Soon you’ll even be able to challenge Koschei himself,” Natasha said. “I heard he got away, by the by. Probably for the best.”

“Yeah,” I said, a note of disappointment cutting through my glee. “I wish I could have shown the bastard my new form personally.”

“We’ll get him,” Natasha assured me. “I’ll see you in the morning.” Then she laughed. “So please have at least one of your girls sober enough to open the gates and let me in, alright?”

“No promises,” I said, hanging up the phone with a grin. Then, to my women: “Party!”

“Party!” they chorused as one, drinking and celebrating.

As I moved over to the deck chair and guided Sophie’s sweet little mouth to my cock, I surveyed my new kingdom. Benjamin Ellis’s estate at Jotun Canyon now belonged to me, along with everything inside it.

And soon, everything the Atlanteans had would be mine. Including that sweet little redhead Koschei had on his arm.


Chapter 18

Epilogue

I woke up in a cold sweat, sitting bolt upright in bed.

A sea of naked female bodies greeted me. Most of the first night my harem had spent inside of Ellis’s former estate was a blur of sex of booze, but I distinctly remembered moving into this ‘rumpus room’ in the basement at some point. Mira and Sophie had stayed in separate rooms, of course, switching out like a tag team whenever needed, but I was still pretty sure I’d pumped each of my women’s pussies full before the night was over.

Valetta rolled over in her sleep, sighing happily into Amanda’s cleavage. And some more than once…

As stealthily as I could, I slipped out of bed and put my boxers on. My girls were all passed out, having been ridden hard and put away wet. Each of them were very, very satisfied—yet I wasn’t.

Oh, physically I was satisfied, sure. But I’d just realized something. Something that had been bothering me for a while now.

I’d been dreaming about that flight over top of Ben Ellis’s estate—the same one I now lived in for the foreseeable future. I’d gone over those strange angles over and over again, flying back and forth as my hawk shadow darkened first the main building, then the pool.

Finally, the answer came to me, snapping me out of sleep. I knew what the fuck it was!

As quietly as I could, I made it out into the hallway and switched on a light. The layout of the estate was still a mystery to me, although I figured we’d get more comfortable with it the longer we stayed here. There seemed to be enough bedrooms for each member of my harem to have their own, though most of my women would have preferred to share. Some of the bathrooms were even more luxurious than Mira’s big chamber in her apartment.

I wasn’t interested in counting bedrooms or bathrooms, though. Not right now.

I pulled the Primal Talisman out of my pocket and held it up to the light, squinting.

I had seen something like it before when I’d been doing my research at the museum, I’d realized. Only it had been the research I’d been performing on the Primal Talisman itself. My thumb grazed the edge, looking for it…

“There,” I whispered, triumph flaring in my chest. There it was, as clear as day—one of the many runes surrounding the outside of the Talisman. The ones I’d never been able to translate, despite all my hard work.

Ellis’s estate was in the same shape as the rune. The whole damn thing, including the pool, made up the same symbol that I wore on my Primal Talisman.

What the hell did it mean?

I made my way through the estate, getting lost a time or two. Finally, I made it back to the room where I’d spied on Ellis himself, with the big mahogany table and the glass cases all over the walls. No one had cleaned up in here, and broken glass still littered the floor from my fight with Ellis.

I didn’t bother looking at that, though. My objective was something I’d seen out of the corner of my eye in the middle of the fight, then dismissed as Ellis unleashed a flurry of kung fu blows in my face.

In the corner of the office-slash-laboratory, one of the walls had been painted with an arcane symbol.

The same symbol on the Primal Talisman.

The same fucking symbol this whole goddamn estate was designed to mimic.

There’s something here, I thought, searching the room. Something I’m missing. Something very, VERY important…

I probably would have kept searching until sunrise and been stopped by one of my harem girls if I hadn’t accidentally knocked a bust off a shelf. As the heavy stone head toppled to the floor, I saw a hidden mechanism underneath it, built into the shelf itself. It was a perfect circle in shape, with little symbols like runes along the side.

I froze. It looked so much like the Primal Talisman that the resemblance couldn’t be a coincidence.

With my hands shaking, I put the Primal Talisman into the slot. It fit perfectly, and from somewhere within the bowels of the estate, I heard a grinding noise, like something slotting into place.

Then a click, like a lock failing to open.

When nothing happened, I frowned. Okay, so it’s not the Primal Talisman, I thought, slipping my disc from the slot and putting it back around my neck. So what is it? Maybe…

I’d tied a second Talisman around my neck for safekeeping—the golden one Ellis had drawn his power from. Curious as to what might happen, I snapped the thing off its chain and slipped it into the circular indentation.

“If one key doesn’t fit the lock, maybe another will,” I muttered, watching the disc sink. Unlike the Primal Talisman, this time it fit perfectly. The grinding noise came back, and this time the click turned into a clunk.

“I did it,” I said, amazed.

A portal blazed to life on the wall, right where the symbol stained the wood. I couldn’t see beyond it—whatever power projected it wasn’t that clear—yet I didn’t hesitate.

This portal was the purpose of this place. I knew it in my bones. The whole estate had been built to specification to mimic that symbol, solely so it could do… what? Summon a portal?

Where the fuck did this thing lead?

Before I could have second thoughts, I walked to the portal. Just a quick peek, I told myself, glancing back at Ellis’s golden Talisman in the slot. I’ll tell my girls about it in the morning, like a casual thing. Like hopping through magic portals is something I do all the time!

With the power of my Chimera Form, I feared no Atlantean—with the possible exception of Alexei Koschei himself.

And wasn’t that really what this was all about? That flash of light as he left Ellis’s office—it had been him stepping through this portal with that redhead, I was sure. Wherever he’d gone after his meeting, it was on the other side of this magical wall. And if I wanted to discover the exact location, I’d have to step through.

Marshalling my courage, I poked my head through the portal. And gasped.

A wall of solid glass greeted me. Behind it lay a dark, glittering ocean.

I stepped all the way through, confused. Was this an aquarium? Was that where Alexei Koschei had run off to—his personal menagerie? I frowned.

Then I saw the lights for what they were, and my jaw hit the floor.

This wasn’t a glass dome—it was made of some alien material, stronger than steel and completely see-through. Beyond it lay an ocean, to be sure—I was looking at the fucking ocean floor. And in the flickering lights, I could make out the silhouettes of cyclopean buildings, ruined and broken by the pressure of the deep ocean. Huge creatures swam among the decayed city, claiming the once-beautiful place as their home.

I walked all the way up to the barrier. I wanted to push my face against it. It was so beautiful, and so sad, and so creepy all at the same time.

There was only one place this could be. Suddenly, I understood why someone would build an entire mansion and estate just to be able to open a portal to this place.

“Atlantis,” I whispered. “I’m looking at the lost ruins of Atlantis…”

“Of course you are,” a female voice snapped from behind me. “What took you so long?”

I turned to see the redhead from earlier standing against the barrier, her arms crossed beneath her breasts. She looked irritated to have been kept waiting for so long—as if I should have run right to the portal after killing Ellis.

“You,” I whispered, glancing from the woman to the portal. If she attacked…

The woman understood and laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to try and keep you from your mates,” she said, her voice tinkling with mingled mirth and malice. “The last person who tried that learned it can’t be done. To their peril…”

To my surprise, my body reacted to being in the presence of this woman. Even after breaking my passion on the rocks of each of my harem members’ bodies, this woman inflamed me like none other. I was painfully aware that I stood before her in nothing but boxer shorts, and the growing bulge in them was obvious.

“Who are you?” I asked, unable to decide where to put my eyes. The beautiful woman, or the beautiful city? Both represented a new chapter, a new adventure—and a new danger. I had to be careful here.

The redhead smirked, as if she’d just been waiting for me to ask. “My name is Yulia Koschei. And you, Prime, are going to help me claim my father’s throne.”

End of Book 2


Book 3




Chapter 1

“Welcome to Atlantis, Prime,” Yulia said. “Welcome to my home.”

Yulia Koschei looked a damn sight better than what was behind her, that was for sure. The sapphire water beyond the thick glass wall distorted everything it touched, but it would have been hard for the fallen, crumbling towers of Atlantis to look any more decayed than they already were.

Time had not been kind to the place. What had once been a majestic, technologically advanced city—surely one of the jewels of the world had it been above the waves, even today—lay in ruins, flattened by time and the ocean’s pressure.

The spires of Atlantis loomed in the darkness like the fingers of a black hand, one that had frozen forever in the process of clenching into a fist.

“You’re that woman,” I said, stunned. “The one who saw me at the meeting. Who could have gotten me caught, but didn’t.”

I recognized Yulia Koschei, of course. Even if I hadn’t seen her last on the arm of my nemesis, the man who dared to call her daughter, it would be impossible for me to forget that face.

Or that body. Yulia Koschei had a face that could launch a thousand ships, and an ass that could bring them all back again.

Even having just been satisfied hours ago by every single one of my mates at once, I felt desire stirring within me at being this close to her.

“I am,” Yulia said, the corner of her mouth curling in a sexy smirk. “I knew that would pay off eventually. Besides, it would have been no fun for my father to catch you lurking in a vent. You and he should meet on the field of battle, or not at all.”

I couldn’t agree more. I was looking forward to murdering Alexei Koschei as soon as possible. As the de facto leader of the Atlanteans, the man was one of the most powerful people on Earth. Destroying him would topple Atlantis’s power, and keep those Talisman collecting monsters from threatening me and my people ever again.

Yet I didn’t trust this woman at all.

I glanced back the way I’d come. The portal that had brought me to Atlantis had already closed, disappearing as quickly as I’d summoned it. I didn’t know what I was doing when I’d opened that connection—only that the mansion of Benjamin Ellis held secrets I needed to learn. I’d been spending my first night there, at the gorgeous estate nestled in the center of Jotun Canyon, when I woke in a cold sweat, the layout of the floorplan mingling with the image of the Primal Talisman in my mind’s eye.

My hand strayed to that Talisman now. It vibrated faintly against my chest, crackling with power. Though it looked like nothing but a piece of jewelry, the Primal Talisman had changed my life in more ways than I could count.

Yulia waited for a response. I decided to give her one.

“So this is where you and your father fled while I killed Benjamin Ellis,” I told the redhead, glancing around the glass dome. “I’ve got to say, it looks like its best days are behind it.”

Yulia clucked her tongue, as cool as a cucumber. “You are mistaken, Prime. Atlantis’s best days lie just ahead of us. Once you help me depose my father and seat me upon his throne, this world will enter a new Golden Age.”

“Uh huh.” She’d said something to that effect when she’d stepped out of the shadows, startling me from my contemplation of the ruins of Atlantis. “So you say. Where is your father, Yulia? Is he waiting down that corridor to ambush me?”

I pointed as I said it. The chamber we stood in was shaped like the wheel of a bicycle someone had cut in half and covered in glass. Spokes led to the left and right, with the wall with the portal on it directly behind me, where I’d entered. Those corridors stretched far beneath the waves, leading God only knows where.

It wasn’t hard to imagine an ambush lying in wait in the shadows. If the Atlanteans wanted to assassinate me, that sort of thing would be exactly their style.

“My father has left,” Yulia said with a shrug. Evidently, she didn’t feel like elaborating, for she said nothing after that. She merely stared at me, as if waiting for something.

The rune remained on the wall behind me, etched in paint and faintly thrumming with power. I took a step back toward it, considering my next move carefully.

Alexei Koschei was no slouch where power was concerned, and I doubted his daughter had much daylight between her abilities and his.

I gestured at the rune, my hand straying to the Primal Talisman around my neck. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t step right through that portal and go back to enjoying my new mansion full of powerful women?”

Yulia cocked an eyebrow. The redhead pushed off the wall, her motions sinuous and seductive. Here was a woman who fully understood the power she had over the male half of humanity. Present company very much not excluded.

“Because you want the same thing I do,” Yulia purred, crossing her arms beneath her ample breasts.

“Which is?”

A knowing smile spread across the redhead’s face. “My father deposed,” she said, ticking things off on her slender fingers. “Peace between the shifter clans. And a world where no one is ever able to threaten you or your mates again.”

She had me there. That pretty much sounded like a smorgasbord of all my wishes for my new kingdom. Yulia had just offered me my every desire on a platter.

Which was why I didn’t trust a single word coming out of her mouth.

“Your father has tried to kill me. Multiple times,” I said, shaking my head. It was a struggle to keep my eyes on Yulia’s face, rather than the skin-tight gown she had clinging to her Atlantean curves, but the memory of the gorgeous girls waiting for me back in my bedroom kept my head somewhat clear. “I can’t trust him. Not in the slightest. What makes you any different?”

Yulia chuckled at that, as if she’d anticipated the question. “Honestly? Nothing.” She made a show of tickling the edge of her chin with her fingers, flashing a smile and striking a pose like a model on the cover of a magazine. “You shouldn’t trust me. All those primal instincts burning through your bloodstream are correct.”

“Then we have nothing to talk about.” I turned toward the rune, reaching for the Talisman in my pocket. I wasn’t sure exactly how the portal leading back to Benjamin Ellis’s mansion might open, but I wasn’t about to let Yulia see me sweat. I’d figure it out in short order.

But before I could, the redhead let out a little cough behind me. When I turned, she was cocking one flawless eyebrow.

“I can show you,” she purred, taking a step forward. “Give me a chance to convince you, Nick. If you don’t like what I have to say, then you can go right back home and into the arms of your mates. No harm, no foul. My father will never know you were here.”

Somehow I doubt that, I thought. Even if Alexei Koschei didn’t have his eyes on me at that very moment, the man doubtless had some form of magical security system watching over this place. I remembered how just touching the Primal Talisman had left a residue on Alison Waters’s skin, allowing the Atlanteans to track her to the Crest City Stadium.

Even if they couldn’t catch me, they’d absolutely know I’d been down here.

I thought it over. On the one hand, stepping away from the portal and into the company of Yulia Koschei wasn’t without risk. But she was just one woman. Even if she tried to turn on me, my Chimera Form would allow me to make it back to the portal and teleport back to my new home. She truly seemed to be alone; whatever she wanted to show me, she trusted it would be enough to convince me to join her.

And I did want to see what she had in mind. Plus, I wanted to see more of her.

Curiosity gnawed at me, along with the desire to see more of both Yulia and this strange new world. After all, I was in freaking Atlantis! The fabled city at the bottom of the waves. My girls would never forgive me if I didn’t do at least a little exploring.

I shrugged. “Fine. But be quick about it. I have people waiting.”

Yulia looked slightly stung at that, which was the point. She certainly didn’t seem like the type of woman who was used to hearing the word no—especially from a man she considered close to her equal. I had no doubt every Atlantean who worked with her fell all over themselves to please her, if for no other reason than to try and get in good with her famous father.

I, on the other hand, wanted nothing from Alexei Koschei.

Except to rip his still-beating heart from his chest and eat it.

Yulia recovered smoothly and headed down one of the spokes, beckoning for me to follow. The path sloped gently downward, the glass tube covered at intervals by thick bands of gilded steel. A shark the size of a school bus swam by in the darkness, little more than a blur in the corner of my eye.

A short distance from the entrance, the temperature dropped rapidly. Yulia didn’t seem bothered by the cold at all, but the chill steadily crept into my limbs as I followed her deeper beneath the surface.

Closing my eyes for a brief moment, I touched the Primal Talisman, sighing with relief as a flow of magic worked its way through my limbs. The power banished the cold, putting me in touch with my animal magnetism.

That’s better, I thought, my gaze straying to Yulia’s fantastic ass as she led me deeper into the Atlantean complex. I’m sure this girl could warm me up if I asked her, but God only knows what she’d want in return…

“I take it you and your folks don’t actually live down here,” I said as we walked. “Place looks pretty messed up. Not exactly the luxury I’m used to seeing from Atlanteans.”

Yulia turned around, and for a moment anger flashed across her beautiful face. She smoothed it away just as quickly, replacing it with a model perfect smile.

“Of course not,” she purred, the sex kitten aspect of her personality reasserting itself. “These tunnels are merely a remnant of our power. A waystation that our kind uses to travel from one place to another. A sort of terminus.”

As she spoke, I understood what she meant. Yulia led us both past another spot where multiple spokes met, and against the wall stood another massive rune. It looked very similar to the one I’d seen in Benjamin Ellis’s mansion, but was different enough to not be called exact.

I scrutinized it as we passed. “You’re telling me each one of these is a different portal,” I said, picturing the complicated network of Atlantean teleportation stations in my mind’s eye. “They all lead to mansions like Ellis’s?”

“And important locations among the elite,” Yulia said, sounding glad that I understood so quickly. “But yes. All Atlanteans like to remain connected to our homeland, if only while in transit between one meeting and the next. We… need to remember what we’re fighting for.”

Fighting? It seemed to me to be a one-sided fight.

I tried to imagine how many rune-portals lay beneath the ocean, connected by these long, winding, tunnels, but came up empty. If we could count them, we’d probably have a decent picture of how many Atlanteans formed Alexei Koschei’s command structure.

“Almost there,” Yulia said, glancing back at me over her shoulder. “We’re lucky—I’ve managed to ensure no other Atlanteans will disrupt our tour. They’ve been thick as fleas through these tunnels lately, running around like chickens with their heads cut off.” An acid smile spread across her face, as if she were imagining removing those heads herself. “The Unveiling is near, you understand. Busy busy busy.”

The problem was, I didn’t understand. Oh, I’d heard about the Unveiling—almost too much, to tell you the truth.

Whenever my enemies got together, it instantly became their favorite topic of conversation. But the Atlanteans were frustratingly vague on the subject of what the Unveiling actually was, preferring to speak of it in cryptic whispers. My mates had no better idea of what it could be than I did.

Some plan to conquer the world, no doubt. Or conquer it even more than the Atlanteans already had. But how?

I wanted to know. But I couldn’t ask Yulia directly—she’d never tell me. Instead, I resolved to work my way to it slowly, tease the details out of the beautiful redhead.

“There’s something I want to know,” I said, turning along with her as we reached a bend in the tubes.

No light shone above our heads, telling me that wherever in the ocean we were, we’d found ourselves deep, deep down.

“I can’t guarantee I’ll answer,” Yulia said with a knowing smile. “But there’s no harm in asking.”

I thought about my stealth entrance into Benjamin Ellis’s mansion. A mental picture of the man sitting at a long table along with Alexei Koschei filled my mind, both figures glimpsed through the horizontal stripes of a ceiling vent.

“Back at Ben’s mansion, you saw me,” I said, searching the woman’s eyes. “You knew that I was sneaking into the place, and that I planned to kill at least one high-ranking Atlantean. So why not rat me out? Why keep your mouth closed?”

To my surprise, Yulia looked delighted by the question. “I was hoping you’d ask that,” the redhead said, nibbling her bottom lip. The teeth Yulia showed were long and sharp, almost like a vampire’s fangs but cuter. She leaned forward, showing off even more cleavage as she dropped her voice to a whisper. “The truth is, I already knew you were there before I saw you.”

My heart dropped into my stomach. She had? What kind of power was this?

“Oh,” I said, my eyebrows lifting.

“I foresaw all of this,” Yulia confided, looking at me like a schoolgirl sharing a secret. “I am blessed with the power of prophecy—it’s a unique gift, even among creatures as powerful as Atlanteans.”

To say I was taken aback by this would have been a major understatement. “You can see the future? That’s… impressive.”

Humility didn’t suit Atlanteans at all, but Yulia tried to look the part.

“It’s not an exact science,” the redhead admitted, giving me an impish smile. “It’s more like seeing potential futures, all tangled up in each other. But some possibilities are stronger than others—and the one where you and I would meet is especially strong. That’s how I knew to wait for you down here—I knew you would find your way to Atlantis eventually. Just like I know that once I show you what’s waiting beneath this city, you’ll agree to help me claim the throne.”

I wasn’t sure about that.

But one thing was for certain: I wanted to know what it was Yulia had to show me.

“We’ll see,” I told the redhead, following her down the slope.

I certainly wouldn’t have minded overthrowing Alexei Koschei. The problem was, I had no intention of stopping there.

I wouldn’t be satisfied until every Atlantean was either dead or powerless.

The downward path terminated unexpectedly, opening up into a much larger chamber than the one I’d entered from. Here the domed ceiling sloped upward, covered with stone bas-reliefs showing what I assumed were legendary scenes from Atlantean history. Most of them involved a group of powerful, attractive-looking figures with Talismans around their necks similar to mine, being worshiped by primitive peoples of all stripes. Apparently the Atlanteans had a long history of colonization and subjugation, even before they took control of the government and the media.

In the center of this chamber sat a large glass elevator. Yulia walked to it and began turning dials without hesitation, gesturing for me to join her on the platform. The redhead glanced down various pathways as she worked, as if double-checking to make sure no one had been spying on us as we made our way through the place.

“Where the hell are you taking me?” I asked, ascending the platform. The bottom was see-through, a thick pane of glass with what appeared to be an endless darkness beneath. The words ‘bottomless pit’ had never felt so appropriate. “If this is a trick, Yulia, I warn you—I’ll have no mercy—”

“None will be needed,” the Atlantean said, gazing up at me with a smile. “You’ll be back with your mates before you know it, Prime. And you’ll be carrying the Atlanteans’ greatest secret along with you.”

Greatest secret? Now that did arouse my curiosity.

What the hell could these megalomaniacs be hiding in their secret undersea base? Whatever it was, it had to be even more important than the ruins of the city surrounding us. And now that I thought of it, where was this city? In the Atlantic somewhere, surely—but other than that, we could be anywhere.

Even as I thought it, the glass elevator began to descend. It shook something awful, as if it hadn’t been used for a long time, and Yulia used the sudden off-kilter motion to pretend to fall against me. Her hands strayed across my chest as she ‘steadied’ herself, while one knee pressed between my thighs to test the size of what lay between my legs.

From the look on her face, she found herself well-satisfied on both counts.

The elevator groaned like an old maid as it descended deep into the earth. It traveled down and down, until I was certain whatever we sought lay not within the city but far beneath it.

At first rock walls pressed in close against the glass tube of the elevator, as if the builders had had to tunnel through the bedrock of the city. After a span of heartbeats, these fell away, revealing water as black and murky as ink.

This is getting creepy, I thought. Despite my misgivings, I leaned forward and squinted, trying my best to peer through the glass into the brackish gloom. It seemed that I could see things moving among the murk—massive shapes too large to be ordinary fish, or even sharks. Some of them seemed practically unreal…

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Yulia confessed with a giggle. “There’s things down here the uninitiated aren’t comfortable with seeing.”

I stepped back from the glass. “I’m plenty initiated,” I countered, crossing my arms over my chest. “No more games, Yulia. It’s time to tell me where we’re going. And what we’re about to see.”

The daughter of Alexei Koschei hesitated for so long that I began to worry she wouldn’t respond at all.

Then, clearing her throat, Yulia began to speak.

“Most humans know at least a little bit about Atlantis,” she began, slipping into a didactic tone that I just knew she’d used with some of her Talisman-wearing lessers a few thousand years ago. “Despite the stranglehold on information held by people like my father, our race hasn’t tried to bury its existence entirely. Rather, we’ve turned it into a kind of myth, a legend that many have heard of and few actually believe in.”

“Yes, you’re very good at that,” I said, pretending to praise her people and their ingenuity. “None of that answers my question.”

“I’m getting to it,” Yulia said in a milder tone. Then, in that same teacher’s voice: “Among those who do believe Atlantis to be more than a mere fable, there are two schools of thought as to the truth of its origins. One view holds that the mythical city beneath the waves did exist, but that it was less than the legend it claims to be. A more technologically advanced neighbor of Ancient Greece or Egypt, who spread throughout the world before some environmental catastrophe sent them back into a dark age. These people believe that Atlantis was real—but that it was terribly ordinary.”

“Whereas I know it’s anything but,” I shot back, matching her smile with one of my own. Despite myself, I was enjoying this. If nothing else, the history lesson kept my mind off the things moving in the darkness beyond the glass. “And the second school of thought?”

“Is the crackpot theory,” Yulia said with obvious pleasure. “The one that states the Atlanteans were not some human civilization at all. That they were of alien origin, visitors from the stars who came to colonize Earth in days long gone.”

“Sounds sufficiently cracked,” I said, watching the gloom settle around us as we descended. “So which is it, then?”

Yulia grinned like a fox who’d just learned they were to be promoted to chief henhouse inspector. “The crackpot theory is correct.”

I did a double take. Even hearing the words from her lips, my brain didn’t want to believe it. Yet it made sense —a horrible, nauseating kind of sense. The Atlanteans had powers far beyond those of ordinary humans. Even those powered up with the fury of the Primal Talisman had a difficult time matching them.

“You’re an alien?” I gasped. I couldn’t help but look Yulia up and down, my eyes seeing her in a wholly new light. “Like, from space?”

Yulia giggled at that. “I am not human,” she said, running a hand down her sleek side. “I mean, just from looking at me you can see that I’m the furthest thing from an ordinary woman. But I was born on your planet, Prime. My father and mother had me not long after they landed on Earth.”

I was only half-listening at that point. Aliens, I thought, my head spinning. The Atlanteans aren’t from this planet. They’re from the stars…

So many things I’d only half-understood clicked into place with Yulia’s revelation. The ease with which the Atlanteans had inserted themselves at the top of the human pyramid, the callousness they showed in shepherding the development of our planet to their own whims—it all tracked. Earth wasn’t their home, it was their colony. Holy shit.

“Those known as Pure Shifters are the true descendents of the original Atlanteans,” Yulia was explaining. “We were bred for our dominant traits through the ages, with careful planning to ensure none of the original bloodlines became inbred. My father, Alexei, is one of these. We do not marry for love, Prime, or even to consolidate our power. We breed our strongest, passing on the legacy of Atlantis from one generation to the next.”

I tried to get a handle on what Yulia was telling me. “You were born on Earth,” I said, summing up her point. “I’m assuming at this point, most of the Atlanteans running around were born here—anyone who came over on your fucked-up Mayflower is probably too old to do much more than lay around and moulder.”

“We are very long-lived,” Yulia said in a small voice. “And the power of the Talismans allows us to extend that lifespan longer still. But there are a few of the originals remaining.” A strange look spread across her face. “You murdered one, Prime. While my father watched.”

Huh? I hadn’t—

But I had.

“Dr. Ahriman!?” I choked on the words, remembering the scientist who’d turned my mate Valetta into the hideous form of the Locust. There’d been something off about him from the moment I saw him: his face was a mask, with something ageless and hateful peering out from behind it. His skin had been waxen, like one of those celebrity statues people take pictures with. “He was one of the OG’s?”

There’s so few of our blood left, I thought, remembering the words Ahriman had shouted as Valetta beat him to death. He thought his special status would save him, right there at the end. If I’d known he was one of the original Atlanteans, an alien from the stars, would that have made things different? Would I have captured him, rather than letting Valetta get her revenge?

Probably not. The man was a monster, even before he turned into a Chimera.

“Ahriman is—was—one of the oldest of us,” Yulia said, her lips twisting into a wicked smile at the correction. “One of the group who originally landed on this planet. Most of the others remaining are down below, locked in cold storage. Waiting for their time to shine.”

“Their what?” I asked. The longer Yulia talked, the stranger things grew. “This just gets crazier. . .” I muttered under my breath.

Yulia took her time in answering. Her almond eyes traveled downward, peering into the abyss that yawned beneath us. Did the Atlantean look a bit terrified at the beasts lurking beneath our feet, or did they excite her? It was hard to tell.

“We’re heading into the heart of the Marianas Trench,” Yulia purred, savoring the shocked look on my face. “To show you the Unveiling. The thing that will allow my father, and the ruling faction of Atlanteans, to achieve their final goal.”

“Total world domination,” I guessed. “Of course.”

Yulia did a double take. “Hmm? No, of course not. They already have that.” She chuckled, as if she couldn’t believe how naive I was being. “Their goal is to return to the stars and go home. Leaving your world behind.”

We rode the elevator downward in silence for a time after that.

Yulia’s words bounced within the box of my skull, echoing off the walls like a scream. A lot of things worked their way through my mind as I stood there, staring out at the inky black darkness.

My enemies were aliens: aliens who had been guiding the development of civilization for almost as long as human civilization had existed. Who treated life on Earth like a computer game.

One with a definite victory state. According to Yulia, the game was almost over.

“Good riddance,” I finally said. “Let them go. That sounds perfectly fine to me.”

Yulia looked as if she’d expected this. “It shouldn’t,” she said, her tone growing sympathetic. “It won’t end well for you, Prime. Nor would it for any living resident of your planet.”

“What?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “What are you saying?”

A smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth, lifting it like a fish hook.

“In order for us to go home,” she said, explaining it the way she would to a small child, “we first have to destroy your home.”

Yulia shrugged.


Chapter 2

This is a spaceship, I thought, amazed. An alien spaceship.

The great glass elevator had finally reached its destination. After descending through the ocean for so long, I half believed we wouldn’t stop until we reached the planet’s core, but we disappeared into the ground and emerged in a world of gray metal and sickly green light.

Our platform stopped at the bottom of the shaft, grinding to a halt before a massive bank of machinery. Weird tubes filled with green fluid covered the walls, snaking in and out as if sewn into the metal by the needle of a giant. The faintly glowing fluid was the only illumination, which made the whole place feel a little bit like Chernobyl right after all the bad shit happened.

“This,” Yulia said as the glass tube slid open, “is the Rishathra. The starship that brought us to your world.”

The Rishathra had clearly seen better days. Sleeping at the bottom of the ocean for thousands of years had done a number on the craft, weathering its sleek fixtures and decaying the fine furnishings of the alien vessel. The place was so dark and gruesome, I expected to find eggs filled with chestbursters waiting for me around the next corner.

“It was damaged in the crash,” Yulia explained, gesturing at the tubes running through the walls. “We used all of our Atlantean ingenuity to patch up the holes, replacing our priceless machinery with Earth-manufactured copies wherever we could. It’s taken thousands of years to get the Rishathra back into working order.” She gave the chamber a dismissive sniff. “I’m still not sure it’s space-worthy.”

I wasn’t, either. But something else had just stuck in my head—something Yulia had tossed off way too casually.

“The crash?”

The redhead’s lips twisted. “Our visit to your planet was not planned,” Yulia explained, gesturing for me to leave the tube. “An unforeseen catastrophe on-board the Rishathra caused it to engage emergency landing procedures. All aboard remained in stasis, while the ship’s computer located the nearest planet capable of harboring Atlantean life. That turned out to be Earth. Lucky you.”

Yulia gestured for me to step out of the glass tube. Once I did so, it sealed up behind me as quick as a blink. A hissing sound filled the chamber as gas poured into the space where I’d just been, fogging up the elevator until the inside could not be seen.

“Cleaning procedure,” Yulia explained. “Keeps the ship from being contaminated by Earthbound elements. No need to disinfect you; the Primal Talisman protects you. Walk this way.”

Now that we were firmly ensconced within her spaceship, Yulia appeared much more in her element.

She led me through the hallways of the Rishathra, each door opening like the iris of an eye as we approached it, only to close again behind us automatically.

The walls looked faintly wet, dripping with ichor and some other nameless fluid. All around us, those green tubes provided the only light, bathing the gorgeous Atlantean in a radioactive glow.

“I suppose I have some things to explain to you,” Yulia purred, glancing at me over her shoulder as we walked. I had no idea where she was taking me, or if she’d chosen the most direct route to get there. Something told me the redhead enjoyed this, watching me wander the endless hallways of the spaceship like a rat trapped in a maze. “I’m certain you have many questions about my people and my father. All of which will need to be answered if you’re to join my cause.”

“I can think of a few questions,” I muttered, not liking this one bit. It felt like Yulia had too much power here, like she was toying with me. “What happened to your spaceship?”

“I have no idea,” Yulia said, giving the walls another one of those dismissive sniffs. I detected no falsehood from her. She didn’t seem to care what had driven the Atlanteans here. “And it doesn’t really matter. Whatever it was, it changed the course of our history, and caused us to land on an unexplored, backwater planet.” She grinned. “One which we quickly learned to shepherd to our own whims.”

My mind was still reeling from Yulia’s darkest revelation. In order to reach our home, we must destroy yours, she’d said.

Did she truly mean it? And when she said ‘destroy’, did she mean the Apocalypse itself, or just a new Dark Age?

Either would be terrible.

Before I could ask, though, Yulia was already barrelling ahead. “We shifted the continents,” she confessed, flashing a guilty smile. It was as if she were confessing to loosening the cap on humanity’s salt shaker, rather than irrevocably changing its destiny. “The Rishathra is buried deep enough to send pulses of energy through the tectonic plates forming your planet’s crust. One continent was judged too difficult to subdue, so we decided to… shake things up, you might say?”

“That pun is fucking terrible,” I grunted.

Yulia acted as if she hadn’t heard me. “Civilization, too, was our gift to humanity,” she crowed, basking in the cleverness of her race. “Not community, of course—your people already had that—but the trappings of power. Laws. Rulers. Taxes. Your species has always secretly yearned to be ruled by a tyrant, even in its infancy. We simply provided you what you’ve always wanted.”

I felt my hackles rise, bile filling the back of my throat.

“That’s not true,” I said, ducking beneath a particularly large tube of the green fluid. How long was this damn hallway? “People want to be free, Yulia. They don’t want some powerful person telling them what to do.”

“Oh?” Yulia turned around completely, stopping so quickly that I nearly bumped into her. “Would your mates agree with that, Prime? Or would they all say that they’re much happier leaving all their difficult decisions and worries in your hands?”

My lips peeled back from my teeth. “That’s different.”

“If you say so,” Yulia said with another shrug. “I forget that your species’s other great talent is for self-delusion.”

Without waiting for a response, the redhead turned around and continued walking. She put an extra sway in her hips, as if she knew the sight of her nice round ass would distract me from arguing with her further.

“Everything that has ever happened in your history has happened under the watchful eyes of the Atlanteans,” she said. “You’ve called us by many names, put us at the head of many conspiracy theories. Illuminati. Templars. Bilderbergs. Trilateral Commission. OSI. But they are all the same thing. Many names, but only one true face.”

The more Yulia talked, the worse I felt. I’d been fighting against the Atlanteans for only a short period of time, but it sounded as if they’d been winning this war for a long, long time. Hundreds of generations of human beings had lived and died without the slightest knowledge of how they’d been enslaved by alien monsters. They’d ruled in the shadows, and taken whatever they wanted from us.

It was like Art Bell mixed with H.P. Lovecraft. Jesus, I thought.

Yulia glanced over her shoulder as another door silently opened before us, savoring the look on my face. “Yes, we’ve been in charge for a very, very long time,” she said, running the words over her tongue with evident pleasure. “But it will cheer you to know that it hasn’t always been that way.”

“No?” I stepped through the door along with her. It closed behind me with a faint sucking sound, acting more like a sphincter than an eye. Fitting, considering these people are such assholes, I thought. “It sounds like you’ve always had humanity locked up tight, under your thumb.”

A sour look flickered across Yulia’s face. “I wasn’t talking about humanity,” the Atlantean said, barely masking her disgust. “Before we took the throne, we had to pacify the natives.”

At first, I thought Yulia was talking about me. But from the look on her face, it was clear she meant someone else. A moment later, a huge part of the puzzle clicked into place, and I understood things I hadn’t before. Things about the Talisman hanging around my neck, for starters.

“Mu,” I said. “You’re talking about Mu.”

Yulia’s eyes narrowed at the word. I got the impression saying it inside of the Rishathra was akin to speaking fondly of Satan in the middle of the Vatican.

“I am,” the redhead hissed, nodding with obvious reluctance.

I knew a little bit about the war between Mu and Atlantis. Two great societies: one in the ocean to America’s east, the other buried deep in the west near Melanesia. It was from there that the Primal Talisman had somehow made its way to the Crest City Museum, landing on my desk after a tortured chain of events stretching all the way back to humanity’s origins.

Long before the first human had ever called himself King, Mu and Atlantis fought a campaign that made World War II look sedate by comparison. Atlantis killed the leader of Mu, a man known as the Autarch, and scattered their people to the four winds. Now, thousands of years later, only a few citizens of that fallen kingdom still lived.

My mate Mira worked for one, as a matter of fact.

Yulia gave me a strange look, her face twisting as her gaze traveled from my face to the slight bulge beneath my shirt.

By now, I was so used to wearing the Primal Talisman that I didn’t even think about it any longer—it was merely part of my body now, an extension of my will. Its power transformed me from an ordinary college student and museum jockey to one of the strongest beings in the world, and helped me build a team of superpowered women, to boot. Yet it was so easy to forget about, with it resting over my heart.

“Take out your Talisman,” the Atlantean whispered. Then, quickly: “It’s not a command, Prime. Merely a favor. I wish to explain something.”

I did as she asked. The Primal Talisman was a flat disc, slightly smaller than one of the CDs I used to keep in my car stereo. Its front was of burnished gold, with dozens of tiny runes carved around the edges like something from a viking’s war chest.

My finger slowly traced the pendant’s edge, an image filling my mind’s eye of the way Ben Ellis’s mansion resembled that ancient, indelible shape.

“Beautiful,” Yulia murmured, her own fingers straying toward that precious Talisman. “What I’m about to say, my father would sooner die than reveal to an outsider. This is one of the ways you know that I am on your side, Prime. That I truly wish to change my father’s regime.”

“Uh huh,” I murmured, taking a step backward. “What?”

Yulia’s lips formed a tight little line. I could see her struggling with herself, as if whatever she had to say was violating a long-held taboo among the Atlanteans.

Finally, something inside of her crumbled, and the resistance vanished.

“We did not create these Talismans,” Yulia admitted. “The amulets we use to extend our life, to grant us new powers—even the precious magic of the Primal Talisman itself. We stole them from our fallen foes, and took credit for their creation.”

I had a strange feeling that I already knew that. Mira had spoken of the Autarch before, the leader of the citizens of Mu. The Primal Talisman had once belonged to him: had been used by him to build a harem even greater than mine, full of powerful shifter women who did his bidding. Yet the reveal that all Talismans were Mu-made in origin, that the Atlanteans had done nothing save take that which belonged to their foes, made my blood boil.

“Thieves,” I hissed, unable to stop myself. “Vampires. The magic was never yours at all. You stole it, perverted it for your own ends!”

Yulia looked as if I’d slapped her across the face. Her cheeks reddened with both shame and anger at my accusation, though she knew it to be true.

“The people of Mu invented the Talismans,” she said again, as if repeating it would take the sting out of it. “Their magic was powerful, but nothing compared to ours. They evolved alongside humans, in tune with the Earth to an extent my father and his cronies could only dream of. They felt the rhythms of the planet itself, and used that energy to shape the Talismans and their power.”

I was stunned. What Yulia spoke of wasn’t just history—it was inheritance.

Humanity had been meant to grow alongside Mu, to augment the power of the Talismans for their own development and civilization. All of that had been stolen from humanity when the Atlanteans took control. This was more than just a war. It was a cultural genocide.

“Atlanteans are normally long-lived,” Yulia said, trying to cut the tension with a joke, “but not this ancient. On our own planets, we live between two and three hundred of your Earth years: a respectable sum, but not enough to secretly guide the history of humanity in a single generation. Our millennia of dominance comes from the power we robbed from the corpse of Mu.” Her face darkened. “My father and the other leaders of Atlantis, they do not like to be reminded of this fact. They detest it, in fact.”

I could imagine.

“That’s true even in the human world,” I told the redhead. “Powerful nations don’t like to be reminded of all the other people they stepped on along the way. It kind of dents their perfect, ‘I did it all myself’ image.”

“Exactly,” Yulia agreed. “But for us, it’s even more than that. We killed the Autarch. Stole the Primal Talisman off his dead throat.” She shook her head, as if remembering some awful crime. “Mu was in touch with this planet, Prime. Without them, things have been slowly spiraling out of control for centuries.”

It didn’t take a genius to know what she was talking about.

“Droughts,” I whispered. “Famines. Plagues.”

Yulia shrugged. “All acceptable losses to my father. Once you see what I have to show you, you will truly understand how cold-blooded the Atlanteans can be. For them, all of human history has merely been a means to an end.” She gestured down the hallway, where the corridor expanded sharply as a set of narrow stairs sloped upward. “It will not be long now. We are almost to our destination.”

So we were. And before we got there, I had a bit of housekeeping to do.

“While we’re talking about Mu,” I told Yulia, keeping my eyes on her face rather than her body, “I suppose there’s something I should tell you.”

“Hmm?” The redhead paused before the threshold, her gaze suddenly wary. “What are you hiding from me, Prime?”

Now it was my turn to shrug.

“Your offer of an alliance isn’t the only one I’ve received,” I said simply. There was no point in lying to the woman, and perhaps revealing that she wasn’t the only game in town would shift the power in our relationship back toward me. “Natasha Perkov has been in contact with me recently. She’s promised me much,” I finished, watching the expression on Yulia’s face turn dark. “As have you.”

I wasn’t prepared for Yulia’s reaction. The daughter of Atlantis’s leader leaned to the side and spit on the baseboards of the alien hallway, her face flushing with a rage so deep I nearly took a step backward.

“That Mu bitch,” Yulia hissed, making no secret of her feelings. “How dare you listen to a word that comes out of her filthy mouth!?”

I lifted my hands for peace, a smirk spreading across my face. Getting Yulia all riled up was kind of fun.

“I thought you felt bad about what your people did to hers,” I said, teasing Yulia more than a bit. “Maybe you haven’t gotten over your prejudice as much as you tell people, Atlantean.”

The word stung, I could tell. Still, Yulia’s anger did not fade.

“You don’t need her,” the redhead whispered, modulating her tone as she brought out a bit more of that sex kitten mode. “I’ll give you everything you could possibly want, Prime. The Atlanteans already control the world—with my father dead and the throne in my hands, the two of us will usher in a new Golden Age for humanity. War, poverty, suffering—we can end them all. Together.”

Somehow I doubted that. I wasn’t much of a history buff, but I knew that most of the people who talked like that who managed to get power didn’t turn out to keep their promises. In fact, they’d been the masters of some of the bloodiest, genocidal regimes in human history. What would Yulia do with the power of Atlantis in her hands? Be better than her father?

Maybe. But I’d have to see a whole lot more evidence before I began to believe that.

“You’ll need to prove it,” I told the redhead, unable to keep a little smile from forming on my face. As it turned out, Yulia needed me a lot more than I needed her. The power dynamic was shifting by the second, and the movement was in my favor. “What’s the difference between you and Koschei, Yulia? What’s going to change for me and mine if you’re sitting on the throne of Atlantis, instead of him?”

For a moment, I thought Yulia was going to berate me. That really would have been the end of it for her, alien spaceship or no. I wasn’t about to listen to whatever bullshit she planned to throw at me. I’d gladly fight my way out of the Rishathra if I had to, even if I had to climb over a pile of dead Atlanteans in order to do it.

But then, a cunning look settled over the Atlantean’s face. Yulia’s mouth snapped shut, her eyes shining as if she’d just thought of a brilliant idea.

“I could tell you,” she said with another one of those practiced shrugs. “But I’d rather show you. Come, Prime. Come see the Unveiling my father has planned.”

With that, Yulia ascended the steps two at a time, the hem of her dress riding up her creamy thighs in a way I just knew she’d planned in advance. I stared as I followed her, my desire for her increasing even as my trust in her waned.

Oh, I had no doubt Yulia wanted to take Koschei’s throne for herself. This wasn’t some clever plan to trap me and deliver me trussed up to her famous father—she held no love for the old man, and yearned to be where he was now. But as far as her designs for humanity, I hadn’t decided about those just yet.

A door waited at the top of the stairs, different from any we’d seen so far. Unlike the others, it didn’t open from the center. It looked new, as if it had been built within the depths of the Rishathra recently—or surgically installed the way the glowing green tubes had been.

Yulia put her hand against a panel next to the door, and a thick clank sound filled the corridor. The door slid soundlessly open, revealing a much larger, more luxurious chamber than any I’d seen within the alien spaceship so far.

Several couches framed a massive viewing screen, with pylons of machinery stationed at each seat. If H.R. Giger had designed the set of the original Star Trek, it might have looked something like this.

“This is the bridge,” Yulia purred, though I’d figured that out for myself already. “The nerve center of the Rishathra. The very seat of Atlantean power. Witness.”

I was. I looked around the room, devouring it with my eyes the way I’d devoured Yulia’s curves. No doubt my entire harem would want a detailed report of this later: my mates were hungry for any scraps of Atlantean knowledge we could gain.

“Lucky we have it all to ourselves,” I said, my gaze returning to that great black viewscreen. It showed mine and Yulia’s reflections, displaying them like a dark black mirror.

Yulia snorted. “Luck has nothing to do with it,” she said, walking to a workstation and tapping buttons. “I set it up for the place to be this empty. Altered the daily schedules of a half-dozen Atlanteans in order to do it, too. All so I could show you this.”

At Yulia’s command, the viewscreen blazed to life. Most of what I saw was in that strange, rune-like language of the Atlanteans, and I kicked myself for never learning it on my own back when I had a chance. But even without the benefit of translation, there was plenty on that screen I understood.

We were looking at a map of planet Earth. Most of it was dark, save for a dozen or so sections that were lit up as bright as day. Some of those bright spots were in places I expected: Washington D.C., Beijing, Crest City. But others looked to be out in the middle of the ocean, or in countries far from the center of global power. Curious, I thought.

“This ship is connected to all the major Atlantean hubs of power throughout the world,” Yulia explained with a glance at the screen. “When the Unveiling occurs, as it will three weeks from now, every Atlantean living on Earth will be able to travel directly to the Rishathra, using the same method you discovered in Benjamin Ellis’s mansion. Your mansion now, I suppose.”

“Three weeks?” The words caught in my throat. “That’s New Year’s Eve. Is that when the Atlanteans are planning to strike?”

Yulia’s face grew grim. “Originally, the time table was supposed to be much slower,” the Atlantean admitted, sounding as if the words had to be dragged out of her. “My father recently made changes to it, accelerating it rapidly.”

“Why?”

One of her eyebrows rose. “Because of you, of course. You’re a major thorn in Atlantis’s side.”

Oh. As much as it should have made me feel powerful and awesome that Alexei Koschei changed his entire schedule because he was afraid of me, I couldn’t be happy about the fact that I’d inadvertently moved up the timetable for Armageddon. Fuck.

“Fine,” I said, shaking my head to clear it. “Three weeks or three minutes, it doesn’t fucking matter. I’ll put a stop to it either way. Just tell me what it is. What is the Unveiling?”

Yulia was silent for a moment. “It is in two parts,” she said, her stance suddenly awkward. “Have you ever heard of a Universal Constructor?”

I hadn’t. “No,” I said, shaking my head.

Yulia didn’t look surprised.

“It’s a scientific concept that’s a bit out of science fiction,” she said, waving a hand in a general way. “Like Dyson Spheres or the Singularity. A Universal Constructor is a theoretical machine capable of building both micro and macroscopic objects. A sort of ultimate 3D printer, capable of fabricating whatever you can dream of.”

“Like one of the replicators on Star Trek,” I said, starting to get it. “Tea. Earl Gray. Hot. That sort of thing.”

“Yes,” Yulia said, pleased that I understood. “What my father and the other Atlanteans have been building—what they have been guiding the world’s resources and research toward for longer than you have been alive—is a Universal Deconstructor.”

“Deconstructor?”

“A device capable of taking any object, no matter how complicated, and breaking it down to its component atoms.” Yulia smashed her hands together, as if illustrating the way a garbage compactor worked. “Complex or simple, living or dead. Everything a Universal Deconstructor touches is broken down into basic molecules: hydrogen, carbon, helium. I’ve seen the tests. The result the machine produces is… it’s goo.” She made a disgusted face. “Gray, unremarkable goo. But filled with valuable resources, for those brave enough to claim them.”

I tried to imagine how this Universal Deconstructor would work and came up short. It could turn anything into goo? Trees, people, buildings? It would be like a hungry mouth, chewing up the world and spitting it out. How horrible.

“On the day of the Unveiling, the Atlanteans will reveal themselves to the world,” Yulia explained. She watched as the tiny pulses of light blinked on the world map in front of her, as if she were picturing everything she saw destroyed. “Shortly after we prove right every conspiracy theorist in the world, we will travel to the Rishathra, using the same system of portals you stepped through without realizing. Once all of our number are accounted for, each of these sites you see”—here she indicated the glowing dots on the map—“will become a deployment site for the Universal Deconstructor, or UD. Then, the process of turning centuries of human achievement into fuel for our spaceship will begin.”

My stomach did a flip. Bile filled my throat, carrying an acid wave that made me want to vomit. I pictured the Atlanteans’s machines bursting from the soil like Athena from the skull of Zeus, turning humans into gray goo and melting our cities into resource slurry. Millions, if not billions of people, would die.

I couldn’t let it happen.

But Yulia hadn’t even told me the worst part yet.

“Once humanity is pacified,” the redhead said, swallowing hard, “the final Universal Deconstructor will be unleashed. The primary one, which my father is building in his secret lair even as we speak.”

“Of course he would have the biggest and the best,” I said, mastering myself. And bracing myself, because I was damned sure I wasn’t going to like what I was about to hear. “What does that one do? Finish us off?”

“The grand finale,” Yulia said, her eyebrows raising. “The main body of the UD will dig through the Earth, deep into the crust, and begin the process of resource extraction.” She paused, looking a bit queasy. “Have you ever peeled an orange before, Prime?”

I was going to be sick. “Three weeks,” I muttered, trying not to think of some doomsday device ripping the skin off of the Earth and killing every living being on the planet in the process. “This all happens in three weeks…”

Suddenly I needed air. Which was a problem, because I was currently in the Marianas fucking Trench with an Atlantean, on the bridge of their fucked-up looking spaceship.

Yulia went to grab me, her face concerned, but I pushed away and steadied myself with the backs of one of the chairs, instead.

I closed my eyes tight, stars flashing in my vision as I willed my heart to stop beating so goddamned fast.

My harem. My girls. Everything we’d worked so hard to build. The family we’d forged, and the little ones that would no doubt soon be growing in the wombs of my mates (if they weren’t there already).

All of them would be killed. Destroyed. Murdered.

Because of Alexei fucking Koschei. Because of the goddamned Atlanteans.

When I opened my eyes, Yulia was staring at me like she wasn’t sure whether to administer first aid to me or run away screaming.

“This was not my plan,” she said quickly, trying to reassure me. “I promise you that, Prime!”

It was then that I realized how utterly angry I looked. Animal forms shifted beneath my skin, the anatomy of Tiger and Hawk and Locust warring within me as they yearned to break free. Behind them all, the Chimera lurked, silent and brooding. I could take on the forms whenever I chose, yet I was so keyed up that they were currently trying to burst right through my skin. If I allowed that to happen, I’d surely fuck Yulia up.

So I didn’t allow it to happen. With another few moments of concentrating, I banished the forms. Yulia visibly relaxed, her hand resting just above her heart.

“I like living on Earth,” the redhead continued, looking at me as if she’d just realized how dangerous it was to be alone with me this far beneath the ocean. “I was born here. I have no memory of living among the stars, like my father, and hold no desire to return to the rest of the Atlantean race.”

“I believe you,” I growled, my nostrils flaring. “But that doesn’t change the fact that your people are going to kill every single human being I’ve ever known.”

Yulia gave me a tight little nod, acknowledging me, then moved on.

“Personally, I do not believe our kind would be welcome back into the fold after so long away,” she said, her words piling up on top of each other. Yulia was nervous, now, which I should have been able to take advantage of if I wasn’t so busy trying not to go Beast Mode. “I’ve tried to convince my father of this, but he refuses to listen. Even with his Talismans extending his lifespan, my father is old. He wishes to live out his final years and die among his people, and no amount of coaxing can change his mind. I have tried to avert the Unveiling, Prime. Truly, I have.”

Methinks the lady doth protest too much, I thought. Somehow I doubted Yulia was the good guy (or girl) in all this, the way she claimed. But for the moment, she was the only ally I had among the Atlanteans.

And if she hadn’t brought me down here and showed me all this, I wouldn’t know Koschei was planning the end of the world. That counted for something, I guess.

“What do you offer in exchange?” I grunted. My teeth were still fangs, which caused Yulia to take a step back, her face pale. “Your father offers me annihilation. What do you offer?”

She drew herself up to her full height, doing her best impression of a regal Queen, and squared her shoulders.

“I offer you peace,” the Atlantean said, gazing at me with wicked intent. “With me on the throne rather than my father, our people will be able to reach a detente with yours. Together, we shall usher in a new Golden Age. Our fusion of magic and technology will launch human progress forward centuries in a few short years. Hunger, poverty, want—you and I shall conquer them, ending them within our lifetimes…”

Yulia trailed off, seeing that her words did nothing to affect me. “You are not interested in world peace?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

I shook my head. “It’s not that. It’s just that I don’t believe you. I’m not trying to be an asshole, Yulia—but I have zero reason to believe you’ll follow up on any of those high, vaunted ideals. You forget, I’m American. I have far too much experience with politicians and their promises.”

Yulia laughed at that. “Very well,” she said, her eyes sparking. She seemed to come to some sort of decision just then.

“Very well what?”

“Once I sit atop my father’s throne,” the redhead said, putting a hand on my chest, “I will… join with you, Prime. Would that be enough to convince you I truly believe what I say?”

I stared down at Yulia’s hand, more than a little surprised. Both of us knew exactly what she meant by joining: it wasn’t some dry, political merger that Alexei Koschei’s daughter spoke of. She’d be one of my mates. Part of my harem. Bound to me forever.

As I looked at her, a much deeper realization thrummed in my blood. I wanted this woman. God damn did I ever want her.

“If you’re serious,” I said, taking hold of her wrist and pulling her closer, “then why not do it now? That way I know you can never betray me.”

Her eyes flashed with concern. “Right here? On the bridge of our starship?”

My hand snaked around Yulia’s waist, grabbing a handful of her firm, supple ass. The redhead gasped as I manhandled what was hers, her cry deepening into a groan of lust as I squeezed.

“Become my mate,” I told the woman, my eyes boring holes into hers, “and I’ll believe every fucking word you say. I’ll bump off Koschei, put you on the throne.”

She hesitated.

“Our heirs would rule the world for centuries,” I told her, letting her feel what I had between my legs. “Isn’t that what you want? A big, strong ruling class to step on everyone else?”

For a moment, I thought Yulia and I would fuck right then and there on the console of the Rishathra’s bridge. At the last second, something changed in the redhead’s face. She turned away, shifting her hips so that my fingers left the firm flesh of her ass.

“Your offer is tempting,” Yulia admitted. “But if I gave you my… assets right here and now, I would be losing all my leverage over you. Who’s to say you would still press my claim to the Atlantean throne?”

I was taken aback. “You don’t trust me?”

She snickered at that. “You don’t trust me,” she whispered, grinning fiercely. “You don’t believe I’ll rule the world justly from the Atlantean throne, and I don’t believe you won’t keep me barefoot and pregnant in Benjamin Ellis’s kitchen for the next few decades, rather than allowing me any power. So we are at an impasse.” An impish look filled her face. “What do you Americans call it? A Mexican standoff?”

I grunted. “So it’s annihilation or tyranny,” I said, thinking over the options Yulia had just spelled out for me. “That’s no choice at all, Atlantean.”

“That’s right,” Yulia said with a smirk. “It’s not.”

She had me there. I’d much rather have had her, but Yulia appeared to have inner fortitude like no woman I’d ever met. Despite the raw animal magnetism of the Primal Talisman, she had the power to resist.

The viewscreen winked out, the map of the world dissolving in an instant. At first I thought Yulia had done it as part of her negotiations, but then I saw the look on her face. She was even more surprised than me.

“Shit,” the redhead hissed, watching as the screen began subdividing itself into a number of boxes. It looked as if someone were about to start a Zoom meeting, and I’d never liked those. “Looks like our time’s about up, Prime. We need to get you back to that portal before we’re discovered.”

That sounded good to me.

As we rode the glass elevator from the Rishathra back to the teleportation complex, Yulia reached inside of her cleavage and produced a pale, sky blue pearl. “Take out your Talisman,” she said, nodding at the bulge beneath my shirt. “I have a gift for you, Prime.”

With more than a little wariness, I did as she asked. Yulia took the Primal Talisman in her hands with no more ceremony than if it were a mere tool. She slotted the pearl into a tiny indentation in the side of the amulet, smiling as it sank into the stone.

“What the fuck did you just do?” I asked, the hair rising on the back of my neck. “If this is some kind of trick—”

“No trick,” Yulia assured me. “This jewel allows us to remain in contact wherever we are, Prime. If you need to contact me between now and the Unveiling, simply touch it, and I will hear you.”

A communication device? That was pretty neat.

“It can be connected and disconnected with ease,” Yulia continued, showing me the mechanism for doing so. “So you don’t have to worry about any traps, my Prime. If you decide you no longer wish to hear from me, simply remove the pearl and throw it away.”

I didn’t think I’d be doing that any time soon.

The elevator reached the top of the shaft, bringing us back to those undersea tubes and their walls covered in portal-runes. Yulia helped me find mine, guiding me back to the wall with unerring accuracy. Once we reached the platform, Yulia put her arms on my shoulders from behind, practically hugging me. I could feel her breasts through her thin top, pushing against the space between my shoulder blades.

“Join me,” the Atlantean whispered into my ear. “Say you’ll support my coup against Koschei, Prime. You know it’s the right thing to do.”

Was it? I had my doubts.

“I’ll think about it,” I told her, removing her hands. “And you think about my offer to you.”

She snickered at that, but I could detect a distinct sense of longing in Yulia’s eyes.

“Once you agree,” the Atlantean said, ignoring my words, “I’ll tell you how I plan to bring my father down. I have inside information that will give you a clear shot at the man. Remember that, Prime. This doesn’t need to be difficult. We could be working together.”

With that, Yulia left me to ponder her offer. Only the faint scent of her perfume lingered in the air after she was gone.

I took my time resetting the rune. Though I kept my ears open for any signs of Atlanteans entering the complex, the place remained as quiet and cold as if it had been abandoned for years. As I worked, I wondered what Yulia had done to make it so.

Soon the portal blazed to life, showing the interior of Benjamin Ellis’s home. I stepped through with a relieved expression, traveling back in an instant.

Yulia had given me a choice: between total annihilation and Atlantean tyranny. But that wasn’t much of a choice at all.

I was going to find a third way. One that let me and mine live on our own terms.


Chapter 3

The sun was just beginning to peek through the curtains as I slipped back into the king-sized bed that had once belonged to Benjamin Ellis. None of my mates had noticed my absence: they’d slept through the whole thing. Not that I blamed them, of course. After last night, they were all exhausted.

We’d had a hell of a fight to take the place, and we’d celebrated just as fiercely afterwards. Only two of my women actually lay beneath the covers. The rest snoozed on top of the blankets, either naked or in what remained of their lingerie.

I peeled back the covers and slipped between the two women beneath the sheets, relaxing into the warmth and softness.

To my left lay Alison Waters, my former co-worker at the Crest City Museum. I’d had one hell of a crush on her before I discovered the Primal Talisman, and as it turned out, she’d always had a bit of a crush on me, too. Now we were closer than husband and wife, and my primal powers had bestowed the abilities of the Beastmage on the gorgeous woman. She did fire magic, aiding our team with spells while they fought with tooth and claw.

To my right, her shoulders gently rising and falling beneath the covers, was Sophie. A button-cute, barely-legal blonde, she was the younger sister of Mira, the Tiger Shifter who’d broken into the Crest City Museum to try and steal the Primal Talisman all those nights ago. Sophie was also human, though she’d once asked every day for me to bite her and turn her into a shifter like her sister. Once we’d sealed the deal and I added her to my harem, she’d become a Beastmage as well: this time with the power of wind. She still wasn’t a shifter, but she had the ability to fly now, so she wasn’t complaining.

Hmm, I thought, watching Sophie for a moment as I lay back against the pillow. If you’re here, where’s Mira?

As sisters, Mira and Sophie were both members of my harem, but never in the same place at the same time. That was a line neither of them would ever cross, and I didn’t want them to. Sophie being part of the party last night meant Mira had tapped out early. The Tigress was probably patrolling the grounds of Benjamin Ellis’s mansion right now, making sure the rest of us were safe.

I hope she made coffee, I thought, closing my eyes. Tiredness tugged at my eyelids, despite all the revelations I’d learned in the sunken city of Atlantis just hours ago. I’m going to need some. Fuck, I’m exhausted…

A couple more hours of sleep sounded like exactly what I needed. I closed my eyes and relaxed, drifting off as the sight of Benjamin Ellis’s ceiling blurred into darkness.

A hand reached under the covers and stroked my cock through my boxers.

One eye shot open. In the dim light, Alison lay on her side, topless with the sheets pulled down to her waist. I caught a flash of lace around her hip, her panties soaked from how many times I’d tugged them to the side and fucked her last night. A naughty smile was on her face, her hand slowly working its way over the bulge in my underwear in a circle.

“Good morning, Nick,” Alison whispered, biting her bottom lip. “Did you sleep well?”

I probably should have told her about my meeting with Yulia right then and there, but it would have spoiled the mood. Besides, if I told each of my girls individually, I’d be explaining it all day. Better to do it over breakfast.

“Like a fucking log,” I grunted, rolling to the side to look at Alison. Her gaze ignited at the realization that she had my full attention. “How about you?”

“Like a newborn baby,” Alison whispered, tugging the fabric of my boxers beneath my balls. “And speaking of babies…”

I chuckled at that. “That’s a hell of a thing to lay on a man first thing in the morning,” I said, stroking her long, brunette hair. “Ungh, fuck, you have no idea how good those fingers feel.”

“Oh, I can do much better than that,” Alison whispered. Her gaze traveled over my shoulder, where Sophie lay snoozing, then moved to the foot of the bed. Several naked and half-naked shapes loomed in the darkness, snoring gently and tangled up in each other’s limbs. My girls looked well satisfied—all save for Alison, who clearly wanted to jump my bones. “Fuck, I bet you taste like every girl in this room right now!”

“Why don’t you find out?” I whispered, tugging the covers down. The sudden chill raised goosebumps on my skin, my cock standing straight up and stiff like an iron girder. I heard Alison’s groan as her gaze traveled to it and felt more pride than any amount of Atlantean conquest could ever give me.

“Alright.” Alison giggled, licking her lips. “But you’d better finish inside me. I don’t want Sophie to be the only one around her carrying your heir.”

Now that raised my eyebrows. “Sophie’s pregnant?”

“Not yet,” Alison whispered, sliding down to the foot of the bed. She left a trail of kisses down my bare chest as she moved, sticking her ass in the air and wiggling it. She looked hotter than any Victoria’s Secret model in her panties, her bare breasts against my thighs as she crawled on her hands and knees between my legs. “But it’s only a matter of time, right? I mean, you two aren’t using any protection.”

“Never,” I grunted, the very idea feeling like poison to me. It might not have been the smartest move in the world to bust raw inside my girls every single time, but the primal power within me would have it no other way. I needed to pump my women full.

“Then she’ll be knocked up soon,” Alison whispered, kissing the underside of my crown. Pleasure coursed through me as her soft, pillowy lips ministered to me. “And I don’t want her to be alone. Besides, I’m ready. This is what I want.”

“Then girl,” I said, my eyes glowing in the darkness, “that’s what you’ll get.”

Alison looked at me seriously for a moment. Fiercely. I could feel how devoted she was—in an instant, I knew this woman would follow me to the ends of the earth.

Then Alison opened wide and swallowed me down, all the way to the base, and I was in fucking heaven.

“Good lord,” I grunted, putting my wrist across my forehead and propping myself up on one elbow to watch.

Alison gave me slow, sloppy head, kissing and licking the crown of my cock before wrapping her lips around my prick and giving me the kind of swallow most men could only dream of.

She worked her lips up and down my shaft until my cock swelled even thicker, the head jerking against the back of her throat as she sucked me.

Alison waited until I was primed and ready, pre-cum dripping from the eye of my head with every touch of her tongue, before her mouth left me with a wet little pop. She mounted me, her fingers reaching for her panties.

“I know you love my mouth.” Alison smiled down at me, her voice catching with need. “But I’ve just got to have you inside me. I can’t explain it—it’s like you turn me into a completely different person when I’m with you.”

She lowered herself onto me, tugging the black fabric of her panties to the side to expose her dripping, soft pink pussy. She was still all wet and tight from the hard fucking she’d gotten last night, her slit bare save for a thin sheen of stubble above her clit.

“I used to be such a good girl before I met you,” Alison giggled, running the crown of my cock up and down her folds. “I never would have even thought of sharing a man with another girl. I most definitely would never have gotten off on watching my man make some other woman come.”

“Stop teasing me and give me that pussy,” I rasped, grabbing Alison’s ass through her panties.

“Ungh hmmm,” Alison panted, gently pressing the head of my cock inside of her. “Oh fuck, Nick! You’re already stretching me out and you’re not even all the way in yet—!”

But suddenly I was. Alison slammed herself down on me, impaling her pussy on my prick with one hard, perfect thrust. I rocked my hips upward in the same moment, filling her and stretching her walls as the soft contours of her inner muscles gripped me.

Entering Alison felt like coming home—like getting a hug from your woman after returning from a war. Her walls were slick and tight, perfectly primed for my cock.

“Oh fuck, yes!” The brunette rocked back on me, her hair cascading down her bare back as her eyes rolled back in her head. “Fuck me, Nick, fuck me!”

“Shit, shut up!” I chuckled, grabbing hold of one of her breasts and squeezing it. “You’re being too loud, you’re going to wake everyone up.”

Too late.

Even as I said it, Sophie rolled over beneath the thick blanket. Her eyes fluttered open, her gaze going from confused to amazed as her first sight upon waking was that of Alison riding my morning wood. Juice dripped from the brunette’s pussy, leaving trails of moisture that trickled down my shaft and onto my balls.

Without a word, Sophie slid to the side and caressed me. Unlike her friend, she didn’t have on any of her lingerie from the previous night—she was as naked as the day she was born. She tossed back the covers, revealing her nude, coltish body, one hand teasing my chest hair while the other gently squeezed my balls.

“Good morning, Daddy,” Sophie whimpered against my ear. Just from those five syllables, I could tell she was wet and ready for me—that she’d probably been dreaming about getting fucked and bred. “Is Allie’s pussy making you feel so so good?”

Alison groaned at the sight of the two of us together. She rode me harder, her pussy clenching around me as she rapidly climbed the peak toward her climax. Neither of us were going to take long, which was a good thing.

Because all across the bed, my girls were beginning to stir.

Alison leaned down and kissed me, hard, her tongue sliding into my mouth. The two of us worked like one perfect machine, me upthrusting into her heavenly tightness while she ground herself around me as hard as she could. It was a race to see which one of us would have our orgasm first—and Sophie wanted to be the one to make the final decision.

“Fill her up, Nick,” the blonde whimpered, grinding her needy pussy against my thigh. My cock pumped inside of Alison like a piston, moving like a fucking blur as we got each other off. “Pump all that hot cum inside her! Shoot all that hot, thick cream you’ve been saving all night inside her pussy and make her pregnant!”

So they’ve been talking about it, I realized. Only a tiny part of my brain was capable of rational thought—the much larger part focused on Alison, bearing down and jackhammering as I hit the point of no return. It shouldn’t have surprised me that my girls were already talking about which of them would get pregnant first, but it did. They were all so competitive in every other area of their lives that the idea of them working out a rotation for something as important as my heirs seemed almost impossible.

Alison tossed back her head as she came, turning into a live wire in my arms. Her body trembled atop mine, her legs kicking out madly as her pussy squelched around me. A flood of juice dripped down my dick as she rode out her climax, panting and groaning and shuddering as she whimpered my name.

Her cries woke anyone else who’d been sleeping. Women stirred in their slumber, rolling over with sleepy expressions as they watched Alison come her brains out all over my member.

One more hard thrust and I was coming right along with her, my dick swelling huge and thick inside of Alison as I sprayed my seed deep into her womb. Jet after jet of the stuff sprayed against her walls, filling me with a relief so strong I nearly burst into tears.

As I came down from my peak, I held her tight. It felt so good to have her body all over mine, skin-on-skin from head to toe.

Alison kissed me, slow and sweet now that she’d had her orgasm, filling me with love.

“Thank you,” she whispered, nibbling on my bottom lip as she broke the kiss. “I hope that one gets me pregnant, Nick.”

“You think?”

A guilty smile spread across her face. “I’m pretty sure I’m ovulating right now,” she admitted, glancing down at the mess I’d made between her legs. “I figured you could feel it…”

I gave her a warm grin. “That’s awesome. Except that Sophie’s going to be pissed if you get knocked up before she does.” I turned to the blonde at my side, my grin growing even wider. “Isn’t that right, Soph?”

I’d seen my women in pretty much every state a man could see them. But I’d rarely been privileged to witness a woman as ready as Sophie was that morning. Her body moved of its own volition, grinding against me like she was on fire and only I could quench the flames.

“I need it,” Sophie growled, barely coherent. “Please, Daddy, please fuck me…”

My fingers trailed through Sophie’s hair. “Come here,” I grunted, getting on my knees at the center of the bed. “Face the headboard and stick that cute ass of yours in the air. I want to take you from behind.”

Sophie groaned low in her throat, to let me know how much she liked that idea. “Yes, sir,” she panted, assuming the position with eagerness. “You can fuck me so deep when you take me from behind.” She glanced over her shoulder at me, a nervous look flickering across her face. “Will you do one favor for me?”

My hand strayed between her thighs, parting them. The valley between those legs was soft, wet and warm as an oven. “What’s that?” I asked, sliding two fingers into her holy of holies.

Sophie let out a squeal as my fingers stimulated her. “When you cum in me, keep fucking me after,” she panted, arching her back like a cat in heat. “I want you to fuck that load deep inside me. I want you to keep it where it belongs—keep it where it’ll get me pregnant…”

No man could deny a girl like Sophie such a request. I mounted her from behind, surprised in a good way by how big and thick my cock looked poking into her tight little slit. The pucker of her asshole just above her pussy was even tighter, but I left that alone for today.

“You’re so fucking tiny,” I grunted, pressing the head of my cock into her folds. “I love how little and tight you are…”

The bedroom filled with knowing laughter as Valetta, the Locust Shifter I’d added to our clan, leaned over and started making out with Amanda Simmons, the research scientist I’d picked up on my team while investigating the Primal Talisman’s origins.

The two of them appeared to be able to take care of each other—they wanted to give me a show. The final woman sleeping in my bed crawled forward as I pushed into Sophie’s twat, watching me fuck with eager hunger.

“Oh wow,” Felicia whispered, running her fingers over her panties. “You two look so fucking hot together!”

Unlike the rest of my women, Felicia still wore her full outfit from last night—not that there was much of it to begin with. She’d been the most high-value of my mates before joining the harem, an underwear model with the secret ability to transform into a Hawk Shifter. Her skin was the color of coffee with a little cream and sugar in it, the violet lingerie clinging to her body like a second skin setting off her highlights perfectly. She wore a bra, panties, and a garter belt, with fishnet stockings clinging to her ample thighs.

I’d mentioned Victoria’s Secret models before, but Felicia put them all to shame.

“Oh, thank you!” Sophie groaned. I wasn’t sure if she was thanking Felicia for the compliment, or thanking me for filling her with cock. “Oh fuck, thank you so much!”

I bore down harder, drilling deep into Sophie’s tight little slit with each thrust. The sound of skin-on-skin filled the bedroom, along with the wet squelching sounds of Sophie’s pussy as it clenched around me. I took her hair and pushed her down, encouraging her to look down at the headboard while we fucked.

My heart pounded like a fucking kettle drum as I gave everything I had to her, thrusting so deep my other girls probably thought I was trying to hit her throat from the other side.

I could feel another orgasm building in my balls. The world blurred in front of me as the pleasure increased.

I hit the point of no return and sailed right over, losing my rhythm as I fucked Sophie as deep and hard as I could. Hands gripped my shoulders, silk and flesh pressing against my bare back as Felicia wrapped herself around me from behind and began kissing the lobe of my ear.

All of it sent me over the edge, and I felt my cock erupt inside of Sophie. Thick ropes of hot seed sprayed from my manhood like a fire hose, filling the blonde’s tight slit fuller than full.

But I didn’t forget my promise. Even as I came down from that toe-curling, primal pleasure, I filled Sophie’s still-spasming pussy with slow, hard strokes. Fucking my load deeper into her.

“Such a good girl,” I murmured, running my hand over her ass. Streaks of my creamy load coated my dick, forming a thick froth as I oh so slowly fucked my way deep into her.

Beneath me, Sophie was a whimpering mess. I’d lost track of how many times she had cum before I unloaded inside of her, but it was at least three. She rode a tidal wave of pleasure, triggered by the fact that I’d never dared fuck her so hard before.

Sophie was gasping as she looked at me over her shoulder, her face still half-buried in the pillows. “That was savage, Daddy,” she purred, sliding off me only after she was certain my load would stay deep inside of her. “I don’t know what you were dreaming about last night to get you to fuck me like that, but I hope you keep doing it…”

“You okay, angel?” I asked, putting a hand on her chin. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

“The total opposite,” she whispered, shimmying to the side and curling up in Alison’s arms. “I wasn’t expecting you to be so rough with me first thing in the morning—I really liked it! I hope you have something left over for Felicia…”

With that, the rubbing and grinding against my back grew more insistent. I leaned back and kissed Felicia, tasting the strawberry spice of her lipstick before sliding my fingers into her panties and testing her warmth.

Oh yeah, she’s ready for it, I thought, feeling how hot and wet she was. Let’s get me ready, too.

“On your knees,” I grunted, sliding to the edge of the bed. Felicia followed, getting on her knees before me on the floor. For a powerful woman, the copper-skinned model loved nothing so much as being put in her place—being made submissive and needy for me.

“Clean me off,” I said, leaning back on my elbows. My cock dripped with a mixture of mine, Alison, and Sophie’s juices. “Get that cock nice and ready before I put it inside of you.”

To say Felicia complied eagerly was to say the sun was a little hot in July. The shifter swallowed me down greedily, gagging gently around my length as she got me ready for more fucking. Behind us, the four women in my bed had arranged themselves into two couples, exploring each other’s bodies and generally showing off for me if I chose to watch. Alison and Sophie made out hot and heavy, while Amanda and Valetta had been sixty-nining each other’s gorgeous pussies from the moment I slid into Sophie from behind.

I watched them for a while as Felicia sucked me clean, until the tingling in my balls and the strange, minty feeling spreading from the Primal Talisman told me I had another load nice and ready.

“Lay down,” I commanded, removing my cock from Felicia’s mouth with a wet little pop.

“How so, sir?” Felicia purred. God, the submissive way she acted really got me going.

“On your back, with your ass hanging over the edge of the bed,” I said, helping her along.

Felicia let out a squeal of delight, as if that was exactly what she’d been hoping for. In no time at all she was laying on the foot of the bed, her head tilted all the way backward so she could watch the girls showing off as I prepared to fuck her.

I couldn’t blame her. They were hot as hell.

I grabbed Felicia’s hips and scooted her a little closer, planting my feet firmly on the floor next to the bed. Then I lifted her legs, placing those gorgeous fishnets and her dainty little feet right on my shoulders. The whole thing lifted her ass, putting her pussy at the perfect angle to be fucked deep and hard.

The room filled with pornographic moans as I thrust deep into Felicia, impaling her on my prick. All around me an orgy erupted, women coupling in raw, primal fashion as I squeezed Felicia’s legs tightly and fucked her slit. Her grunts and groans were like the root note in a symphony, the anchor to all the chaos going on around us. She cried out with each thrust, her pussy growing hotter and wetter as I skillfully explored every inch of her perfect, silky interior.

The old Nick would have been tapped out after Alison. No, to be honest—the old Nick probably wouldn’t have been able to handle Alison. He would have blown his load after a few minutes and curled up to sleep more, not even dreaming of being able to handle the bounty that was a harem of no-limits babes.

Yet there seemed to be no end now to my pleasure. As I drove deep into Felicia, I called upon the power of the Primal Talisman, the forms of the almighty animals that drove me rippling beneath my skin. I fucked Felicia with the rage of the Tiger, the fury of the Hawk, and the cold control of the Locust. I felt her cum over and over again, my cock driving her to an Everest of bliss before I reached the peak and jumped over along with her.

When I came for that final time, the Primal Talisman flashed once, as bright as a noonday sun. At that moment, every woman in the room went insensate with pleasure, moaning and shuddering as their pussies boiled over with bliss. As Felicia’s walls gripped me like a fist, I unloaded deep into her womb, spraying my thick load until I was well and truly satisfied.

After what felt like a thousand heartbeats, I opened my eyes. I’d pulled out of Felicia at some point and thrust my cock between her upturned thighs, shooting thick ropes of body-warm seed all over her skin. Streaks of it covered her breasts, glazed her chin, pooled in her belly. All of my women looked rode hard and put away wet—like they needed another night’s sleep to deal with how well and thoroughly they’d been used.

“Fuck,” I grunted, wiping a lock of sweaty hair from my face. “What a morning, huh?”


Chapter 4

Normally after a performance like that, I would have spent some time lounging around with my girls. I would have liked to watch them clean my load from Felicia’s beautiful body with their tongues—and doing so would probably have gotten me hard again, taking us all for another few rounds.

But today, I simply didn’t have the time. Too much to do.

The shower kicked on full-blast. Steam billowed about my legs as the glass wall of the shower fogged up, the sound of the running water muffling the noise of the girls giggling back in my new master bedroom. Soon I’d come down for breakfast, fueling up before our big visitor arrived.

Looking at Yulia Koschei, it would be easy to forget that I was being courted by two supernatural beauties. The second, a woman named Natasha Perkov, was the client and boss of Mira—and one of the few survivors of the war between Atlantis and Mu. She’d promised me power in exchange for helping her assassinate prominent Atlanteans—specifically, the ability to use their energy to charge the other Talismans I’d collected, making my team even stronger. I was looking forward to seeing her again.

But first, I needed to be clean. And Benjamin Ellis’s bathroom was no slouch in that department. I’d never seen a shower stocked with so many hair and body products.

Hollywood, I thought, grabbing a men’s shampoo and rubbing it into my hair. Those guys are all as vain as Instagram influencers. It’s all about image and status—which was why Ben Ellis managed to weasel his way into so many TV shows and movies. Not that his status as an Atlantean hurt.

Unlike him, I didn’t yearn for the spotlight. Once this was all over, I was looking forward to buying my own island out in the middle of nowhere and lounging on the beach with my women. Maybe build a school or two to educate all of my heirs. One thing I definitely wouldn’t be doing was taking on the life of some kind of celebrity. That was a trap if I’d ever seen one.

The sounds of conversation gradually faded out in the bedroom. Having been well and truly satisfied, my women had all left to clean themselves up, help Mira make breakfast, and prepare for Natasha Perkov’s arrival. I had the place to myself.

As I hummed the chorus of whatever classic rock song I’d heard on the radio during my drive home the previous night, a little squeak caught my attention. It was barely audible over the roar of the shower, but my enhanced animalistic senses had no trouble picking it out from the rush of the water.

“Who’s there?” I grunted, squaring my shoulders. If some Atlantean had decided to try and sneak through that portal, they were about to get one hell of a nasty surprise.

The glass door opened a crack, admitting a slender hand. Sophie’s hand.

“It’s just me.” She smiled, sliding into the shower along with me. “I wanted to talk to you real quick, before all the drama with Mira’s boss gets started. Want me to scrub you while we talk?”

She didn’t have a stitch on, and looked amazing with all the little beads of moisture covering her bare breasts and legs. None of my load dripped out from between her thighs, and I couldn’t help but wonder whether I was looking at the first mother of my children.

Strange how the thought of having kids had changed so quickly for me. Six months ago, it would have nearly given me a heart attack. Now I wanted it.

“Perfect,” I said, grabbing a loofah and handing it to Sophie. “You can scrub my back. It’s hard to reach some of those places.”

She gave me a knowing smile, then covered the thing with some expensive body wash and began to rub me down. “Mira’s so pissed off,” she said, working up a thick lather across my back. “She’s heard about what she missed this morning. You’re going to have to give her some one-on-one time to make up for it, I think.”

“I will. Sisters look out for each other, huh?”

I didn’t need to see her to know Sophie was smiling. “Mira’s a lot easier to deal with when she’s getting laid,” she admitted with a chuckle. “Especially when she’s getting laid by you.”

The thought of it filled me with pride. I let her scrub for a few more moments, then turned around and took the loofah from her. “Your turn,” I said.

Sophie looked even better from the back than she did from the front. “Make sure you actually get my back,” she said, draping her long hair over one shoulder. “Don’t spend all your time on my ass, or I’ll never get clean.”

“Maybe I like you dirty,” I shot back, but I did what she said. “So what did you want to talk to me about, angel?”

Sophie glanced at me over her shoulder, a strange expression flickering over her face. “I want to know what happened to you between last night and this morning.”

My hand faltered with the body wash, and I nearly dropped the scrubber. “Why would anything have happened?”

Sophie scoffed. “You were totally unhinged with me this morning,” she said, as if it should have been obvious. “Don’t get me wrong, I liked it—shit, I totally loved getting fucked that hard. But it was clear your mind was somewhere else while we were having sex.”

“It’s easy to forget that our bond goes both ways,” I said, shaking my head. “I get to know each of you like the back of my hand, but you start to know me just as well.”

Sophie nodded. “Tell me. If it’s something you don’t want everyone to know, I won’t say it to anybody.”

“It’s not that,” I said with a sigh. Rubbing Sophie’s ass provided some relief. “I’m gonna tell everyone about it once we’re done with Natasha. I just don’t want to worry you girls right before the meeting.”

“It’ll only worry me if you’re not straight with me,” Sophie said in a gently chiding tone.

She had me there. “Someone pissed me off,” I told her, giving her ass a squeeze. “You see, the layout of this place has been bothering me since I saw it. I knew it reminded me of something, and when I woke up in the middle of the night last night, I decided to investigate…”

All of it came out. While I used Sophie’s T&A as my personal stress balls, I told her all about my meeting with Yulia Koschei. She was fine as I told her about finding the portal, if a little turned on from all the groping—but once she found out I’d actually visited the ruins of the legendary city of Atlantis, she freaked out a little bit.

“Holy shit,” she whispered, turning around completely. The shower spray hit her shoulder and pinged out in all directions, getting water in my mouth. “You’re kidding. You’ve actually been there? It’s real?”

“It is. And that’s not the half of it…”

If Sophie had been surprised by the existence of Atlantis as a physical place, the reveal that it had been populated not by humans but by aliens from among the stars nearly knocked her right over. Her eyes grew as big as saucers, her jaw nearly hitting the shower floor.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” She searched my face, looking for some indication that I was joking. “Tell me you’re kidding me. They’re aliens!?”

Her reaction was a sneak preview of how the other women would likely react to the news. From the look on her face, they’d have a hard time believing the story.

As quickly as I could, I told Sophie the rest of it: about the Unveiling, the Universal Deconstructor, and all the Atlanteans’s plans. She grew more and more quiet as I let it all out, until I began to worry about her.

“Oh fuck,” she said when I was finally done. “That’s… that’s horrible! It’s monstrous! What are we going to do?”

It was a question I’d kept in the back of my brain since my meeting with Yulia. I still wasn’t 100% certain of the answer, but I had a better idea of how I felt after talking it over with Sophie.

“I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted. “But it seems like I’ve got a choice to make. Ally with Mu, or with Atlantis?”

Sophie put a hand to her chin, her brow furrowing as she thought it over. “I don’t trust this Yulia woman at all,” she finally said. “Even if she did offer to become one of your mates.”

“I don’t, either,” I said with a laugh. I wondered how much of that distrust came from Yulia’s actions, and how much from Sophie seeing her as a potential romantic rival. “I’m going to hear what Natasha has to say, first. Then I’ll let everyone in on everything I’m telling you. Once they all know about it, we’ll discuss the pros and cons.”

“That’s a good idea,” Sophie agreed. Her face lit up. “I’ll help you out!”

Without another word, she sank to her knees. Water streamed from her gorgeous ash-blonde locks, covering her body as she grabbed my hips and planted a kiss on the underside of my cock. My manhood swelled up instantly, growing to full hardness as she giggled.

“I’m not sure we have time for this,” I gasped, staring down at Sophie. She looked so damned good on her knees, but we were rapidly running out of time before Natasha’s arrival.

“I’m helping you,” she cooed, giving the swollen crown of my cock a kiss. “If you’re going to have a clear head when you talk to Natasha. Which means you need to have empty balls.” She winked up at me. “I’ll make an exception just this once, since we’re low on time. But every other time you and me hook up, I want you to finish inside me. I’ll be damned if Alison Waters gets pregnant before me!”


Chapter 5

No sooner had I finished blowing my load in Sophie’s sweet little mouth than I was out of the shower, toweling off and throwing on some clothes. The layout of Benjamin Ellis’s mansion was unfamiliar to me, a maze of hallways and stairwells that would no doubt take me weeks to fully master. For now, I listened out for the voices of my mates, following them across the mansion like the X at the end of a treasure map.

Eventually, I could follow my nose. The smell of freshly cooked bacon and eggs hit my nostrils as I reached the dining room, which was a large patio with a screened-in glass porch overlooking Jotun Canyon. The place had a million dollar view, for sure—maybe two million when you factored the company into it.

My mates looked like they’d been interrupted in the middle of chowing down, plates of food in front of every chair at the table. My mates ate like warriors, with no fear of gaining weight or losing their incredible figures.

A short figure at the end of the table stood up as I entered, making her way over to me rapidly. It was Mira, the Tiger Shifter, dressed in the same outfit she normally wore during her shifts at the Crest City Zoo. Her beige vest was open at the front to show off a prodigious expanse of cleavage, traced in tiger print with a belt keeping it closed around her waist. It was criminally short and set off her curves—along with the furry ears and tiger’s tail swaying around her ass. Normally Mira was the first girl to jump on top of me at the beginning of a long day, but this morning she looked all business.

“There you are!” the shifter growled, taking my hand and leading me to the head of the table. “My client is going to be here any minute!”

“I was taking a shower,” I said, unable to keep the goofy grin off my face. Several of my mates smiled in response—like Mira, they could recognize that one of my girls hadn’t shown up to the gathering yet. “Wanted to look my best, you know?”

Mira gave me a quick look up and down. “You’re a stud,” she said, meaning it not as a compliment but a simple statement of fact. Something about that made it all the sweeter. “Natasha’s going to be happy with you no matter how you look. If for no other reason than you’re now the master of Ben Ellis’s mansion, having drowned the bastard in his own swimming pool…”

I had a sensible chuckle at that one. This whole place had once belonged to Ellis, one of Alexei Koschei’s top lieutenants. A Hollywood actor in his free time, he possessed the power of the Kraken—which he’d illustrated by jumping into his own pool and transforming into a monstrous sea creature that could give Cthulhu a run for his money. Several of my mates had nearly died bringing that bastard down, and I hadn’t forgotten it.

Or forgiven the Atlanteans.

“Where’s my sister?” Mira asked, cocking an eyebrow. “She is going to be here, right? I swear, Nick, if you left her senseless in the bedroom…”

“I’m right here,” a sweet voice intoned. All of us turned to see Sophie standing in the doorway of the breakfast nook, wearing a smart little girlboss suit and escorting an older, blonde woman into the chamber. I had met her before, and seeing her made my stomach flutter. “Someone had to watch the front door for our guest to arrive!”

I had no idea how Sophie had managed to get from my shower to the front door so quickly. Looking at her, all put together and in control, you’d never have known where she’d been just a few minutes ago. She smiled and winked at me, a naughty look on her face.

“Prime.” Natasha Perkov stepped away from Sophie, casting her gaze over the crowded table full of my mates. “I hope I haven’t interrupted anything?”

“We were just waiting for you,” I said, gesturing to the seat next to mine. Mira had set a place for our visitor right next to me. “Can we get you some breakfast, Natasha?”

Natasha Perkov did not look like the kind of woman who normally enjoyed a big, hearty breakfast. She had the waifish figure of an Italian fashion designer, with creamy skin, pin-straight blonde hair, and devilish ice-blue eyes. Her smile said she knew she was trouble, but that you’d enjoy every minute of it. She seemed possessed of an almost superhuman, fae sort of beauty: which now made sense to me, knowing where she came from. Natasha was one of the last survivors of the kingdom of Mu, and Mira’s patron.

“Mira,” Natasha purred. She went over to the tiger shifter and kissed both of her cheeks, taking one of her hands in two of her own and squeezing it. “So wonderful to see you, darling. And Nick. Prime. You’ve exceeded my expectations in every way I could have hoped!”

The women were all smiles around the table as Natasha met the eyes of each of my mates in turn. When she got to Valetta and Dr. Simmons, however, the scion of Mu did a double take. “My goodness,” she whispered, putting a hand to her breast. “Is that Dr. Amanda Simmons?”

Amanda looked like she’d just swallowed something heavy. “You know me?” she asked, looking at Valetta for confirmation. The dark-eyed Locust shifter merely shrugged.

“Of course I do,” Natasha said, her gaze turning downright predatory. “You don’t know me, of course, but I’m quite familiar with your research. You’ve come closer to unraveling the secrets of the science behind my culture’s Talismans than nearly any human in recorded history!” She turned away from the doctor and toward me. “I should have known you’d want to claim her as a mate, Prime. I swear, it’s like you’re trying to compete with the Autarch’s old progression…”

Hearing myself compared to the legendary leader of Mu was a total head trip. But rather than let it give me a chip on my shoulder, I decided to ignore it for the moment. “Perhaps we should get down to business,” I said, gesturing at our chairs. “Will you join me, Natasha?”

I held out a chair for the woman, and she sat. Then I took my own seat, grinning as my mates hastened to serve me both food and drink. I had my pick of breakfast, as Mira had whipped up more than enough for all of us.

“You’ve done well for yourself,” Natasha said, lifting her glass in a mock toast. “Very well. I hope you’re enjoying your new base. Mr. Ellis never fully appreciated the convenience of Jotun Canyon.”

I folded my hands in front of me. A wave of excitement passed over the tables, each of my mates giving me their full attention as I cleared my throat and began the meeting. There was one piece of business we needed to put right up front—one that every one of my women looked forward to like almost nothing else.

“So,” I told Natasha with a smile. “You promised to teach me how to fill my new Talismans with power once I took care of Benjamin Ellis.”

“I did,” Natasha said with a nod.

I gestured around the breakfast nook, pointing with my chin in the direction of the lawn. “I’d say I’ve held up my end of the bargain. Time for you to make good on yours.”

Every head in the room turned to face Natasha Perkov. Her ice-blue eyes sparkled with some unknown emotion, her face unreadable. Then a smile spread across her features.

“I would be happy to, of course,” she said, spreading her arms. “If you can bring out the Talismans, I can explain the basics of the procedure.”

I could feel the keen interest radiating from each of my girls. Be they Beastmage or Shifter, this was what they’d been waiting for: to have Talismans of their own, to gain the advanced powers and techniques that would transform them from mere warriors into the Valkyrie-goddesses capable of taking Atlantis down.

While they sat around the table, practically salivating, I pulled the clutch of Talismans from my jacket. Each of them were smaller than the Primal Talisman around my neck, coated in stone and silver rather than the burnished gold of my own amulet. Each one had a slightly different set of runes carved around the sides, marking them as subtly different from each other. Only a keen eye could have told the difference between one and the next, however, and none of my girls seemed picky about which one they’d wear around their necks.

Seven of the Talismans lay in my hand, tied together with a thick cord. I was looking forward to giving some of them away.

Natasha’s face lit up at the sight of the medallions. “My people’s craftsmanship,” she purred with pride, running her fingers over the face of the nearest Talisman. For a moment, her eyes grew misty, and I knew she was no longer seeing the present moment. Nostalgia can be a powerful thing, even for supernatural creatures.

Then Natasha snapped back to herself. “My apologies,” she whispered, her cheeks coloring gently. “I got carried away.”

“No worries,” I told her. “I know you care deeply about your heritage.”

Natasha acknowledged that with a nod. “Now that you’ve destroyed Benjamin Ellis, you can use the residue of his soul to imbue your Talismans with his power. As a Prime, it’s been residing inside of you since you slew him, just waiting to be used up as part of whatever ritual you choose to put the power into. Today, once you make your decisions, I’ll show you how to focus that energy into some of your Talismans.”

“What kind of decisions?” I asked.

“How many Talismans?” Mira asked at the same moment.

Natasha let out a very unladylike laugh. “For someone of Benjamin Ellis’s stature, you should be able to fill three of those seven Talismans with power. That’s the decision you need to make, Prime: which three of your mates will be the first to fill the ranks of your Primals.”

My mind caught on the unfamiliar word. “My Primals?”

Natasha grinned. “You’re going to like this.”

Most of my women looked just as confused as me by the unfamiliar word—but Mira’s pulse quickened like the wings of a big-ass bird just about to take off. Clearly she knew what her boss was talking about. And she looked forward to it.

“Primals were the Autarch’s inner circle,” Natasha explained. “His shock troopers, the vanguard of his army. More powerful than ordinary shifters, they gained advanced magic and upgraded forms along with their lord’s favor.” She looked pleased to be telling me this. “Allow me an example?”

As if the two of them had rehearsed it ahead of time, Mira stepped forward.

“Your mate has the form of the Tiger,” Natasha said, showing off Mira like a madam with her favorite hooker. “Or Tigress, I should say. Were you to bestow a Talisman upon Mira and turn her into one of your Primals—which I would certainly recommend, knowing everything of her that I do—you can expect her to gain exciting, powerful new forms.”

I tried to imagine it. I could tell that Mira didn’t need to: the girl was practically beaming, like Christmas had come early this year.

“Like what?” I asked. “A sabertooth tiger?”

“Something like that,” Natasha said with a sly wink. “Primals are more monstrous than a garden-variety shifter, so you should certainly expect your women to lead the way in the damage dealing department. The three you choose to gain this upgraded power may very well surprise you.”

I had little doubt of that.

“So I pick three,” I whispered, looking around the room. Were all of my mates leaning forward a bit more, or was that just me? I could already picture them fighting over who would have the honor of being my right-hand girl. Or girls. “Then you just pull the power out of me and put it in the Talismans?”

“There’s a ritual involved,” Natasha said with a shrug. “Nothing dangerous. Oh, but the woman you choose should be prepared before they travel with you, Prime. There’s a physical component to the ritual process, similar to the original rite that bound your mates to you and gave them their power.”

“Got it,” I said with a chuckle. So sex is involved. “Something tells me none of them will mind that in the slightest.”

“Good.” Natasha looked pleased. “I’ll give you a short while to talk it over with your mates, and then we’ll get the ritual started. Say, a half hour or so to make the decisions?”

Each of my mates looked as if they were already sharpening their arguments, preparing to plead their case. I could feel the beginning of a headache coming on just thinking about it.

“Wait, wait,” I said, trying to forestall the inevitable. “You’re going to show me how to use the Talismans. Cool. What happens after that?”

Natasha’s gaze sharpened. “I thought you would want to speak about the future once you had your Primals all picked out,” she purred, her lips twisting in a wicked moue. “But we can discuss it now, if you’d prefer…”

“It’ll give me time to think,” I said, accepting another cup of coffee from Felicia. And it’ll keep me from being peppered with requests and questions from my mates.

Once Natasha had been re-caffeinated as well, she made a steeple over her fingers and leaned across the table toward me.

“You have the Atlanteans on the run,” she said, the words giving her obvious relish. “The loss of one of their chief lieutenants has thrown them into a tizzy. An assassination like this hasn’t happened in many decades, and it will take the command structure some time to recover. Knowing that, I recommend we press our advantage while we have it.”

She doesn’t know, I realized, a shock tingling through me. Natasha Perkov has no idea the Unveiling is just around the corner. Much sooner than she originally thought. It would have been funny if it wasn’t so terrifying. She was wrong: we didn’t have all the time in the world to chase down the Atlanteans, picking them off one at a time. In three weeks, the entire planet would be destroyed.

“We need to bring down Koschei,” I growled, cutting through Natasha’s words. “He’s the key to all this. The Atlanteans will run roughshod over all humanity until he’s brought to heel.”

Natasha looked pleased by my bloodthirstiness. “I agree,” she said, lacing her fingers through each other. “However, I have no idea where Koschei has gone. My sources have completely lost track of the man. All I know is that he went to ground shortly after the fight at Jotun Canyon: wherever he is, he’s well hidden.” A smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth. “I have a different target in mind, Prime.”

Bringing down anyone else won’t stop the Unveiling, I thought bitterly. But then: it might slow it down, though. If Koschei didn’t have his team around him when the time came, he might have to push back humanity’s apocalypse.

It was as good a plan as any while I made my decision about my future allegiance.

Natasha looked around the table, her grin widening. “How do you girls feel about a trip to Vegas?”

Eyebrows rose throughout the room.

“Vegas?” Sophie purred, leaning over and putting a hand on my thigh. “That sounds like so much fun!”

Mira glanced over at her sister, her eyes narrowing. “You’re not old enough to gamble,” she whispered, sounding suspicious. “Or drink.”

“Yeah,” Sophie said with a shrug. “Daddy can buy me all the drinks he wants,” she purred. “Besides, I don’t want to gamble. I’d gladly watch Nick do it, though.” She grinned. “And they have drive-thru wedding chapels…”

Before Mira could blow her top, I lifted a hand for silence. “Vegas?” I asked. “Why Vegas?”

“Because that’s where David Martin will be this weekend,” Natasha said simply. “The third name on my list. You do remember my list, right?”

I did. Or at least, I was starting to. “Ben Ellis, David Martin, Alexei Koschei,” I said, ticking them off on mental fingers, one after the other. “Yeah, I remember. What’s Martin’s deal, Natasha? Why’s he going to be in Vegas?”

“Is he getting married?” Valetta asked, her big, dark eyes shining with mirth.

Natasha shook her head. “David Martin will be attending the International Technology Expo at the Luxor Hotel. I doubt you’ve heard of him, have you? He’s very famous, though not in most of the ways most people would recognize.”

Now it was my turn to shake my head. “First time I ever heard his name was on your list.”

“He’s the CEO of Martinsoft,” Natasha explained. “He’s widely credited with being the ‘backbone of the Internet’: he’s overseen several quiet revolutions in online technology over the past two decades. All founded with Atlantean blood money, of course.”

“Of course,” I said smoothly. “I’m assuming you’ve already secured me a ticket to this International Technology Expo?”

Natasha grinned. “Two of them. One for you, and one for me. The rest can stay in a suite at the Luxor: or perhaps two, considering how much larger it is than the last time I saw it. Your Primals will take point for the operation.”

I could already see the contours of it in my mind. “You and I ambush Martin at this Expo,” I told Natasha. “We get him outside, on the Vegas Strip, and my new Primals surround the guy. With all five of us working together, he’ll be a sitting duck.”

“Exactly what I was thinking,” Natasha purred. “Your mates get a wonderful, romantic trip, and we both get one more Atlantean scalp to add to our collection. What do you say, Prime?” She licked her lips, growing almost nervous for a moment. “Once we do this, I may even be tempted to add myself to your roster…”

So there it was. Behind Natasha, the women sitting around the table all grinned like they’d seen this coming. The scion of Mu, holding out the possibility of joining my harem, I thought. The exact same thing Yulia offered me in exchange for an alliance. Seems like I have one hell of a decision to make…

And with that, I supposed it was time to let Natasha in on my dilemma.

“I’m already thinking of which three girls I’m going to select for the ritual,” I told her, pushing my chair back from the table. “But before we go any further, there’s something you ought to know. I told her about you, so it’s only fair that you know about the other side, as well.”

“Hmm?” Natasha looked confused, but not terribly wary—not yet, anyway. “What do you mean, Prime?”

Here we go, I thought, bracing myself. I locked eyes with each woman in the room in turn, just reminding them of the bond connecting us.

“I went to Atlantis last night,” I said, as much for my harem’s benefit as Natasha’s. “I met Alexei Koschei’s daughter, Yulia.”

The whole room gasped.

“And she made me an offer, as well.”


Chapter 6

You could have heard a pin drop in the dining room.

“I didn’t know I was going to Atlantis,” I said with a little laugh. I took a sip of my coffee, watching the looks of surprise and awe spread across the faces around the table. “There’s a portal in Ben Ellis’s study that leads there. I’d been wondering why his whole mansion was built in the shape of a rune—it turns out that’s the key to the whole thing—”

Natasha was up and out of her chair in an instant. The pliable, in control woman I’d been talking to for the last few minutes vanished, replaced by a hellcat out of man’s worst nightmares.

“You son of a bitch!” Natasha snarled, grabbing a handful of the front of my shirt. “How dare you speak to Alexei Koschei’s daughter? The King of Atlantis!? How could you not tell me!?”

Unperturbed, I looked down at Natasha’s fist. “You should let go of me, if you know what’s good for you,” I said in a quiet, menacing tone. “Now.”

Her hand unclenched, releasing me. Abruptly, Natasha realized that she was surrounded by women who’d gladly die for me, but would rather kill for me instead. If things boiled over into open bloodshed in the middle of my dining room, there was little doubt whose throat would get cut.

“My… my apologies,” Natasha said, grimacing. I could tell it hurt her to say sorry when I was the one who’d met with Yulia, but she knew what was good for her. I liked that. It meant I could probably keep working with her.

“None needed,” I told her, gesturing for her to sit back down. “It’s a shock, I know. Hell, it certainly shocked me. I wasn’t expecting to find the lost city of Atlantis mucking around in Ben Ellis’s library.”

Just then, the doors to the dining nook swung open. Heads turned along both sides of the table as a dark-haired woman strode into the room, her violet eyes flashing with relief at the sight of me. It had been a while since I’d seen Melissa Carter, the spider shifter who’d nearly killed half of my harem, and I wasn’t sure I was happy to be in the same room with her once again.

“Good morning,” the shifter said, cocking her head to the side just a little too much. “Took me long enough to find you all.” She looked around the room, noting the posture of both Natasha and me. “Did I miss something?”

“Prime, who is this?” Natasha asked in a quiet voice.

I decided to roll with it.

“A potential new recruit,” I told Natasha, nodding at Valetta to grab another chair. “Have a seat, Melissa. We were just talking about the future of the clan, and how we’re going to kick Atlantis’s ass.”

“That all sounds good.” The spider shifter giggled, taking a seat. “Please, go on. Pretend I’m not even here!”

Easier said than done. Natasha looked seriously freaked out by the interruption—or maybe it was just the fact that Melissa acted freaky as hell. She had those crazy eyes, the ones that said she’d ruin your life but you’d love every minute of it.

Looks like I’ve got another decision to make, I thought. Melissa’s one hell of a fighter, so she’d be a good asset for the team. But can she be tamed?

I was kind of looking forward to finding out.

Natasha turned away from Melissa with an effort, bringing her attention back to the matter at hand. “Tell me everything,” she said, her expression turning serious. “Everything you can remember about your meeting with Yulia Koschei. Any scraps of intel you can give me might turn out to be useful.”

Probably not, I thought. But you want to make sure I didn’t agree to join her. Or fuck her. Either way, I’d tell her the truth.

Over the next few minutes, I let everyone in on what had happened over the previous night. Starting with my midnight sojourn through Benjamin Ellis’s mansion, I moved to the tunnels of Atlantis and the hallways of the Rishathra. I held nothing back: save for one particularly juicy tidbit.

I didn’t tell Natasha about the pearl. Maybe I just didn’t want her knowing that I’d bound myself that tightly to Yulia Koschei, but something told me not to reveal that bit to the scion of Mu just yet. She’d probably insist on chucking the thing in the deepest part of Jotun Canyon if she knew it existed.

“So you have a direct line to Atlantis,” Natasha said when I was done. Her jaw nearly trailed on the floor. “This is wonderful news, Prime! We can attack them whenever we’re ready! Their undersea complex is something I’ve searched long and hard for—”

“That’s what she said,” Alison cut in, prompting my girls to giggle. None of them seemed upset in the slightest that I hadn’t come forward with the Yulia stuff until now—and they didn’t look worried about the Unveiling. They trusted me, body and soul, which was one of the rarest gifts a woman could give a man.

Natasha rolled her eyes. “We should prepare an attack as soon as possible. Destroying Atlantis would be a major boon, Prime.”

“Maybe,” I said, already shaking my head. “But that’s our last-ditch option. If we’re not able to stop the Unveiling, we’ll attack the Rishathra. But not until then.”

Natasha did a double take. “What? Why?”

“Because it won’t change anything,” I said, looking around the room for support. “This Universal Constructor that Koschei is building, it’s not housed in Atlantis. Even if we razed what’s left of their city to the ground—which, I have to tell you, isn’t much—it wouldn’t stop the Unveiling.”

“So?” Natasha drew herself up, squaring her shoulders. “It would be revenge, Prime. Revenge for Mu.”

“And it would let Alexei Koschei know he’s been betrayed,” I said with a scoff. “We’d totally lose the element of surprise. And Yulia Koschei would be imprisoned; maybe even killed.”

The lines of Natasha’s face froze in place at this last part. “I hope you wouldn’t seriously entertain that woman’s offer,” she said, aghast.

“It depends,” Mira drawled, leaning on one elbow. “How hot is Yulia, Nick?”

Natasha did a double take. “What?”

“A lot depends on how hot she is,” Mira said, a wicked grin spreading across her face. “If she’s gorgeous, submissive, and breedable, Nick will probably at least think about it. If she’s a total dog, though, it’s no deal.” She looked over at me, her eyebrows wiggling. “So which is it?”

She’d caught me off-guard. “Yulia is… good looking,” I admitted. “Regal, if you like that sort of thing.”

Laughs and smiles passed through the clan. My women knew exactly what that meant.

“You should wrap her up in a cocoon,” Melissa suggested from the end of the table. “If she proves less pliable than she appears, she can provide sustenance for our babies!”

Several faces fell amongst my clan. That’s not really the kind of freaky I’m going for, I thought.

Before any of us could elaborate on that, however, Natasha plowed forward. “It doesn’t matter how pretty the daughter of Alexei Koschei is,” the scion of Mu insisted. “She and all of her kind are genocidal monsters! They’ve been shaping human history from behind the scenes as long as there’s been human history. It’s time for us to take the power back!”

I nodded along with Natasha’s speech, thinking. “Agreed,” I said, taking another sip of my coffee. But agreeing with her sentiment wasn’t allying with her, and Natasha knew that. Or at least she had to. Right?

I wasn’t above playing both sides against the middle. Both Mu and Atlantis’s representatives had made me offers, and now I had to think about them. Of course, I couldn’t think about them for too long—the world was going to end in a little under three weeks.

“As long as that’s settled,” Natasha said, her voice filled with evident pleasure. “We of Mu will be glad to assist the Prime in his conquest of the Atlanteans. Though we are few, we remain powerful—and capable of taking on the worst of what Koschei and his ilk have to offer.” Her gaze hardened. “But we can be a powerful enemy, Nick. Just as powerful as Alexei Koschei.”

With that, it appeared, the meeting was over. Natasha looked as if she’d given convincing me her best shot, and she’d decided to leave things in my hands. Whether I joined with Mu or Atlantis, my next order of business would be to bring down David Martin, along with as many other minor Atlantean functionaries as I could.

But soon, I’d have to make a choice. Natasha and Mu, or Yulia and Atlantis?

“Girls, cheer up!” Alison Waters rose from her seat, a big smile on her face as she polished off the last of her breakfast. “We’re going to Las freaking Vegas! The whole clan’s going to paint the town red, with Nick as our guide.” She glanced down at her clothing, as if picturing herself in a whole new wardrobe. “Shit, I’ve got to do some shopping!”

“I’ll join you,” Mira said, giving me a quick wink before joining her friend. “If we’re going to be in Vegas over Christmas, we’re going to want to look our best. No sense in letting anyone think the Prime’s mates are anything other than the cream of the crop.” Mira looked around. “And with all our new resources, we shouldn’t have any problem with that. Right, Nick?”

“Right,” I agreed. We were flush with cash, thanks to our victorious battle over Benjamin Ellis. He might have been a flighty, status-obsessed Hollywood actor, but our mansion’s previous occupant was loaded. A cursory inspection of his quarters had turned up several hidden stashes of cash, diamonds, and bearer bonds. As soon as we were done, I’d get a few of the girls searching the rest of the mansion in shifts, just in case any other loot lurked in a hidden compartment somewhere.

As the clan began to go about their day, however, I realized I hadn’t made a decision yet. Natasha looked at me expectantly, watching the gorgeous women preparing to go about their day with a mixture of jealousy and surprise. Surely I’d want to settle the matter of the ritual before she left, right?

I very much did. Adding three Primals to my team would greatly augment our firepower, especially if we found ourselves at war with David Martin and his entourage.

I’m not the sort of guy who agonizes over decisions. My gut told me which girls would make the best advanced fighters, and if I made an error along the way, well—we’d probably have plenty of opportunities to create more Primals. I had four other Talismans ready and waiting to be imbued with Atlantean power, granting new abilities to my women.

“Hey, hold up a second,” I said, and the women stopped talking amongst each other. They’d begun chattering about our Vegas trip, making plans to meet up to shop at a couple of haute couture places and a lingerie store. I thought I heard something about a manicure in there, too. “Couple of you need to stay behind.”

Now I could feel every woman’s heart racing. My clan knew this was the big moment—that I’d be deciding which three got to be Primals first. They all coveted the power, I felt certain: but even more than that, they wanted to ascend to the next level within my organization. I’d be spending way more time with the Primals than anyone else, and none of my beauties liked the idea of falling to the wayside.

“Mira,” I said, pointing at the tiger shifter. “Felicia. And Alison. You three stay behind for a bit.” I cut the reveal with a grin, soothing those who hadn’t been chosen. “The rest of you get to go have fun and shop. We’ll pick out matching outfits for the three staying behind later.”

The three girls I’d picked looked at each other in surprise and delight. All save for Alison, who gave me a look like she’d swallowed a bug.

“Um, Nick?” The co-ed raised a hand.

“Yes, Allie?”

“Before everyone gets out of here,” Alison said, standing on tiptoes to look over the crowd, “would it be okay if Felicia stays behind, too?”

I didn’t understand. Why would Felicia need to be here? But the look on Alison’s face was so distraught, I felt certain she had a good reason to ask.

“As long as she’s okay with it,” I said, glancing over at the mocha-skinned shifter. “You don’t mind hanging out with the rest of us for a few minutes?”

“Never, my Prime,” Felicia replied. She walked over and put an arm around Alison’s shoulder, holding her tight.  “I have no qualms staying behind with the second group. I’ll catch up with the rest of your mates later.”

Sophie climbed into my lap as the rest of the group broke up, pouting spectacularly. “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay behind?” she asked, wiggling her pert derriere against my groin. The thought of getting a lapdance from her flickered through my mind, and suddenly it was a struggle not to get hard.

“You go have fun,” I said. “Get all dolled up for me before this trip. I want you to be absolutely sparkling when I walk you around the Strip.”

Sophie beamed at that. “You know I want to be close to you,” she whispered. “Always. If I had a Talisman around my neck, Mira could never force me to go to college instead of staying with you!”

Fuck it. I grabbed a handful of Sophie’s ass, letting myself throb against her. She let out a squeal as I clutched her, and I knew in my most primal heart that I could throw her on the table and fuck her right now and she’d love every minute of it.

“Babygirl,” I whispered, dropping my voice. “You know you’ve got a very different purpose. I don’t want you on my frontlines fighting bad guys. I want you in my bed, helping me fill this organization with lots of little ones.”

“But Daddy,” Sophie panted. “I—”

“No buts,” I grunted. “And don’t worry about Mira. You can take online classes from this mansion instead of going off to some campus. I figure I can convince her. That sound alright to you?”

Sophie’s eyes lit up. “Oh Daddy. That’s exactly what I want! Thank you so much!”

That appeared to be that. The rest of the women left, promising to look absolutely fantastic for our Vegas trip, and I was alone with Natasha and the three women I’d selected.

Four, if you counted Alison’s last minute addition of Felicia. I really wondered what the deal was with that.

We had Ben Ellis’s mansion all to ourselves now. Soon, the ritual would begin—and I’d have three lieutenants with powers that hadn’t been seen since the fall of Atlantis itself.

Three Primals. Mine, to have and to hold.


Chapter 7

“Alright,” I said as soon as the rest of the clan was out of the room. “As I’m sure you’ve figured out by now, the fact that I asked you three to stay behind means you’re going to get one of these.”

I held up the three Talismans I’d collected from Dr. Ahriman and his laboratory. Though they were neither as ornate or large as the Primal Talisman hanging around my neck, each of them contained hidden depths of power that hadn’t been seen on the Earth for centuries. I could see the silver of their face panels reflected in the eyes of my mates, their gazes growing wider as it really sank in that they were about to become Primals.

“That’s right,” I said, enjoying the moment. “All three of you are going to the next level. Alison, Mira, Valetta: you’re my Primals. Each one of you has proved yourself a dozen times over to me, and there’s no one I’d rather trust my life with. I’m so happy that you’re going to be taking this next step and becoming even more important in the eyes of the clan.”

Mira and Valetta were eating this up with a spoon. Mira in particular looked like her day had finally come, preening like an Olympian on the gold medal part of the podium. Valetta blinked her dark eyes, her legs curled beneath her like a girl in a painting as she watched me with that Mona Lisa smile. She had a funny way of showing it, but I could tell she was just as excited as Mira.

Alison, however, looked like she might throw up at any moment.

“There’s something I have to say,” she whispered, cutting through my speech. “I, um, I’m really sorry. I should have said something before…”

Both Mira and Valetta turned to Alison, their faces filled with confusion. Felicia rubbed Alison’s back, soothing her as best as she was able. Her face was filled with sympathy, which I didn’t quite understand. Not yet, anyway.

“It’s okay,” Felicia said, a faint smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Just tell him, Allie. He’s not going to be mad.”

“What would I have to be mad about?” I asked. My gaze traveled from my mates to Natasha, who watched all of this from a far chair like it was some TV show she couldn’t get enough of. “What the matter, Allie?”

Alison braced herself with a long sigh, then looked into my eyes. She looked like she might pass out at any moment—I could tell this was costing her an effort.

“Remember that night, after the stadium?” Was how Alison began. “The first time that you and I—when Mira took us to her hideout, and we slept on the couch together?”

“I remember. Sleeping might be a bit of a stretch to describe it. I’m pretty sure Mira remembers, too.”

The tiger shifter colored at that. She’d listened to Alison and I fuck through the walls, getting off on the co-ed’s screams of pleasure. That next morning, I’d walked into the kitchen to find them making breakfast together—and Alison channeling a flame between her fingers. They’d explained what a Beastmage was to me shortly after that.

“I told you it was safe,” Alison whispered, nibbling her bottom lip. “That it was probably an okay time of the month, so you didn’t have to stop. I mean, fuck I wouldn’t have cared what day of the month it was, you felt so good… but I was wrong. It wasn’t a safe day at all!”

“Alison,” I said, shaking my head, “what the hell are you talking about?”

Her lips formed a tight little line, the color draining from her face. “Nick… I’m pregnant,” she admitted.

Oh. Oh.

“Holy shit,” I said, every hair on my body standing on end. “You’re what?”

Alison sounded close to tears. “Sophie’s going to kill me,” she said, almost laughing at the absurdity of it. “Ever since she met you, she’s wanted nothing but to be the first one of your mates to carry your heir, and all along you’d knocked me up that very first time on Mira’s couch! She had no chance of being the first!”

I was out of my seat. “Alison,” I said, my heart swelling with pride. “I don’t give a shit who’s first. Come here. Are you serious?”

“Yes!” Alison sprang from the chair and into my arms. “I wanted to tell you, but I’ve been waiting for the right moment. Ideally right after a couple other girls told you they were pregnant, too.” Her face fell. “But when you picked me to be a Primal, I knew I couldn’t hide it. Because I can’t be one of your warriors, Nick—not when I’m carrying your baby! You’ll have to choose someone else, and that’s why I asked Felicia to stay…”

Suddenly it all made sense. Why Alison looked so reticent when her name had been called, and why she’d suddenly switched her focus away from finishing college and toward building a family within the clan. She was pregnant.

Alison was going to have my baby.

“Ally!” I grinned, lifting right off the ground. She let out a squeal as her feet stopped touching the floor, her eyes going big as she hugged me back. “I’m so happy! I’m gonna be a Dad!”

Alison looked amazed. “I… I thought you’d be mad,” she said, shaking her head as I set her back down on the ground. “That you’d say it wasn’t the time, because we’ve got so much going on with the Atlanteans. Or that no one had expected me to get pregnant first, instead of the girls who are gasping for it…”

Was she for real? “Alison, if people waited until everything was sunny and they felt totally ready to start having kids, the human race would have gone extinct centuries ago. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me before this! This is fantastic news!”

“I told you,” Felicia said with a little smile. “He’s a Prime, Alison. Announcements like this are his bread and butter.”

“There’s no way Nick would be upset about this,” Mira said, shaking her head. “Are you kidding me? Shit, I’m excited, and I’m not even having the baby!”

My mates surrounded Alison, hugging her and congratulating her. It went on for some time, until a cleared throat from the other end of the room paused the activities. Natasha cocked an eyebrow, a faint smile on her face as she brought the attention of the room back to her agenda.

“I don’t mean to sound rude,” the scion of Mu said. “This is a wonderful occasion, and you should be very pleased. But I do not have all day to help you prepare the ritual.”

Alison’s lips formed a little ‘o’ of surprise. “Tell me you’ll take Felicia instead of me,” she said quickly, glancing over her shoulder at the hawk shifter. “I’m always at your side, and I always will be. Now and forever. But she’s the one who should take up the mantle of Primal first. Both of us know it’s true.”

Alison made more sense than I’d like to admit. Feelings counted for a lot where the clan was concerned, but if I’d done a raw power ranking of the girls, then Mira, Valetta, and Felicia would probably be the top three. Maybe Melissa, too, but that girl was fucking crazy. Also I hadn’t technically claimed her yet, which would complicate things. I was honestly a little shocked she’d agreed to go shopping with the rest of my mates.

All of this meant that if I’d been looking at things with cold calculation, I probably would have picked Felicia to begin with. I’d chosen Alison instead because she’d joined us first, because we got along so well together. And with no shifter powers of her own, she could use the boost in defensive capability.

“I’m yours,” Alison was saying. Her voice snapped me back to the present moment. “I can support you with my magic, Nick. If that’s what you want. But I think I’d be better served helping build the clan, with Sophie.” She nibbled her bottom lip, looking up at me through her long lashes. “If that’s okay with you?”

Fuck. When a girl asked so sweetly if she could be your housewife, take care of you, and have a ton of your babies, it was the hardest thing in the world to say no.

Not that I would have even tried.

“Of course,” I said, running locks of her hair through my fingers. “I can’t believe this. Alison Waters is going to have my baby. If you’d gone back in time and told me this a year ago, I’d never have believed it…”

Again, Natasha cleared her throat. “So just that we’re all on the same page,” she said, indicating Mira, Valetta, and Felicia with her fingers, “it’s these three? These are the ones who are going to receive the Talismans, and become your first group of Primals?”

Slowly, I looked each one of my chosen mates over. Mira, Valetta, and Felicia were all beautiful, powerful, and oh so perfectly dangerous. Even without the advanced powers my new Talismans promised to give them, they could give any group of Atlantean bastards a run for their money. I’d never bet against them, and they’d never bet against me. Each of them loved me with their very soul, all the way down to the bones.

I couldn’t be more proud with my choices.

“Yes,” I told Natasha. “Sorry to waste your time with our life-changing events, Nat. How do we get this ritual started?”

The scion of Mu realized that she’d perhaps gone too far with her impatience. Natasha cleared her throat, this time with quite a bit less rudeness, before rising from her seat and congratulating the three Primals to be.

“I’ll need a body of water,” she explained. “Benjamin Ellis possessed the energy of the Kraken. That energy will transfer better through the medium of water than in any other manner.”

Water?

“Well, shit,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “A pool party sounds great, but unfortunately we kind of wrecked Ben’s in-ground while we were cleaning his clock.”

I wasn’t exaggerating. The entire backyard of Ellis’s mansion had been trashed by our battle with the man himself, deep gouges carved in what had once been the well-tended grass. What remained of his fancy pool lay in tatters, the walls and marble trim around the rim cracked and torn, thrown here and there across the lawn willy-nilly. The water had leached into the surrounding grass, leaving the pool itself nearly dry. Barely a foot of brackish water remained at the bottom, and that was definitely not the kind of stuff you wanted to take a dip in.

Felicia crossed her arms beneath her breasts, thinking. “Perhaps we could find a river?” she asked, glancing out over Jotun Canyon. “Does anyone have Google Maps handy?”

She looked around the room, searching for a phone. But from the look on Alison’s face, she wouldn’t need one.

“Actually,” Alison purred, taking my hand, “I have the perfect place. Do you know what I’m talking about, Mira?”

Both girls grinned like they shared a naughty secret.

“I absolutely do,” the tiger shifter purred, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “Come on, Felicia. Valetta. Let’s take our new friend to the ritual site.”

“The what?” I didn’t understand. “Alison, what’s going on?”

“Just follow me,” she said, smiling big and wide. “This is something else we were going to tell you about—but it’s even better as a surprise. Come with me, and we’ll get everything set up.” She glanced over my shoulder. “Are you okay, Mira?”

“Capital,” the shifter said. “Everyone this way!”

With that, we split into two groups. Alison and I headed back toward my master bedroom, while the rest of the girls went God only knew where. Or ‘Mira only knew’, I supposed.

“Pregnant,” I whispered, holding onto Alison’s hip as we walked. “You’re going to have my baby. That’s amazing. I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks,” she said, beaming as she gave me a kiss on the cheek. “I just know you’re going to be the best dad! Let’s get you ready for the ritual. I’ve got the perfect plan…”

I followed Alison through the halls of the mansion, eager to find out exactly what this plan entailed.


Chapter 8

“Why do I need to dress like this?”

Alison and I stood in Benjamin Ellis’s personal wardrobe, surrounded by more clothes than I’d ever seen in one place before. The Atlantean had had an insatiable appetite for threads, so it seemed, with everything from ultra-fancy dinner wear to casual Friday attire represented. The closet was nearly as large as the bedroom connected to it, and both were bigger than my whole dorm room back in college.

Alison had me in the far corner of the room, sifting through some of Ben Ellis’s gaudiest outfits. Each one looked more eye-searing than the last.

“You’ll see,” she said, flipping through another rack of shirts. They were gaudy and terrible, like Hawaiian shirts on steroids. I caught a glimpse of pink flamingos and oversized pineapples as she flipped from cotton top to cotton top, passing button downs on her way to swim trunks. “You’re going to be in the water. And from what Natasha told us, you’re going to need to be able to get in and out of your clothes in a hurry.”

Little doubt on that score. Alison’s knowing smile told me the ‘physical component’ Natasha had mentioned as part of the Primal ritual was likely to take center stage, so I’d better brace myself for some hard, raw fucking. Only I couldn’t see myself having a foursome with my three gorgeous mates while wearing something covered in coconuts and little umbrellas.

“This is ridiculous,” I said, shaking my head as Alison switched from a high drawer to a low one. A small pile out of outfits had gathered at her feet, and now she sank to her knees to sift through them, looking through some lower drawers at the same time. “Can’t we just go with something simple?”

As if on cue, Alison pulled a black Speedo out of the bottom drawer. “You want simple? It doesn’t get much more simple than this.”

I lifted an eyebrow at the thought of wearing that. “That would barely cover my junk,” I said, glancing down at the bulge in my pants.

Alison shrugged. “We both know you’re not going to be wearing it long. Just go on and put it on.” Then she grinned wickedly. “Besides, I wanna see it.”

“Well, if I’m going to be putting on a show…” I said, taking off my shirt. “Fuck it. Why not?”

“That’s my guy!” Alison purred, her gaze as hungry as a cougar at a Chippendale show. “That’s right, baby, show it all to me!”

I grinned and made a show of it. By the time I’d stripped down and put on the Speedo, Alison was hooting and hollering like she’d just signed up for the all-male revue. I won’t lie: it felt a little strange to be objectified, but kind of good at the same time. What’s good for the goose is good for the gander, I thought, wincing a bit as Alison gave my ass a spank. If this means she fucks me like a beast later, then I’m all for it.

After Allie got me dressed, she led me into the depths of Benjamin Ellis’s mansion. I hadn’t even realized the place had so many stairs: they led down and down, the temperature dropping as we plunged deep beneath the Earth.

“Uh, where are we going?” I asked at one point. Alison just continued leading the way, a big goofy grin on her face at accompanying me practically in the buff to this ritual. The chill seeped into my limbs—until I remembered to pull a bit of power from the Primal Talisman. That cleared up my shivers quickly.

Finally the stairs ended and we stood at the entrance of a great, subterranean chamber. Torches along the walls covered the bare rock in flickering shadows, the ceiling so high above our heads that I couldn’t see it. Laughter echoed in the dim light, from somewhere far off.

It was a strange place to see so much advanced technology. Down here, Benjamin Ellis had merged medieval furnishings with the absolute latest in cutting-edge Atlantean tech, filling the place with piles of arcane machinery. The flickering torches were joined by flashing lights from the panels, casting a ghostly glow over the place. Massive view screens lay recessed within the walls, their surfaces black and unlit for now.

As I took a look at the place, an obvious comparison rose to my mind: one so obvious I couldn’t help but voice it.

“Holy shit,” I whispered, taking Alison by the arm. “You took me to the fucking Batcave!”

It really did look like some sort of superhero lived down here. I remembered Ben Ellis’s arguments with his agent, then, and his insistence on securing a role in a superhero movie. Perhaps the Atlantean had some unfulfilled dream of wearing a cape, and he sublimated it by building a hideout straight out of Dark Knight Returns? I wasn’t sure, but it gave me something to think about.

“It’s this way,” Alison said, leading me along the path with a giggle.

Any moment I expected the lights to all come on in the underground chamber, but they remained stubbornly unlit. Either Ben Ellis had had to trigger them manually, or whatever ritual Natasha had planned required darkness as well as water. We waded forward through the black, occasionally stepping over each other as we made our way toward the source of the noise.

I nearly fell into the pool before I saw it.

The edge of the water came right up to the stone, mimicking the appearance of a natural stream cut into the bottom of the cave. But natural streams didn’t have steps built into them, or jets of hot water to massage the lower backs (or any other parts) of those wading in them. All of a sudden I realized why Alison and my other mates were in such a rush to get me down here.

“Oh wow,” I said, my toes grazing the water. It was body warm, almost like a hot tub. “This is nice. Primo shit, Ben Ellis.”

I wondered how many up and coming Hollywood starlets the Atlantean had managed to finagle down to his private grotto. But as a torch blazed to life on the far wall, illuminating the faces of the women waiting for me, I knew for a fact that none of them had been as gorgeous as my mates.

Natasha Perkov sat on the opposite edge, presiding over the whole thing like a goddess of Olympus. Her smile welcomed me to the ritual, her arms spreading wide.

“I guess I’ll be leaving you to it,” Alison said before she kissed me. “Good luck!”

I watched her walk back into the darkness, then returned my attention to the pool.

“Welcome, Prime,” Natasha intoned, her voice a bit more serious than the naughty pool party atmosphere called for. “Please take the Talismans you wish to imbue and bring them with you into the pool.”

Alison carried them in a slender bag, since there’d been no room in my Speedo to tuck them away. I suppose I could have tied them around my neck, same as the Primal Talisman, but that felt wrong somehow.

Eyes glinted in the darkness. The torchlight provided just enough light to make out Natasha’s form, but not enough to reveal the outfits my mates had elected—or not elected—to wear into the ritual pool. As I stepped inside, I felt myself stiffen with anticipation, even as the warm water soothed away the myriad aches and pains of battle.

“Come into the center of the pool,” Natasha said, gesturing in the correct direction with her foot. She wore a black one-piece that covered her from head to toe, a skintight number that reminded me of a slutty version of the all-black the drama students back at my college wore during rehearsals. Her diction made her sound like she was rehearsing for a play, so I supposed her choice of costume was appropriate.

I waded in up to my knees, careful for any more steps. I couldn’t see the bottom—it was too dark.

“Don’t worry,” Natasha added, a hint of mirth in her tone. “You won’t drown. It’s hardly up to your chest in the center, Prime.”

Natasha turned out to be right. My shoulders and neck stayed dry when I reached the center of the pool. Feeling impetuous, I sank down a bit and soaked them, rocking my head back on my shoulders in the warmth.

“The Prime has arrived,” Natasha intoned, lifting her arms to the sides like she was about to start the YMCA chant. “Have you brought your vessels, Prime?”

In more ways than one, I thought with a smile. “Yes.” I hadn’t been warned about this part, but I managed to make my voice sound nice and important. “They are right here.”

I lifted the trio of Talismans above the surface. The water sizzled gently where the waves touched the silver, as if the devices already hummed with excitement.

“Good,” Natasha said, giving me a nod. “Then we will bring forth your vessels.”

She raised a hand, and one pair of eyes moved forward.

Despite the number of times I’d seen her in every possible way—completely naked, in barely-there lingerie, dressed up for a fancy dinner—the sight of Mira never failed to make my heart beat a little faster. She didn’t hide her animal nature; down here, she embraced it. Her tiger-striped ears and tail were on full display, along with a yellow string bikini that matched her hair perfectly.

Mira smiled as she stepped into the pool, the water coming up to her neck. She sashayed her way through the water, her smile turning into a grin as she realized I was even more naked than she was.

“Good night.” The shifter giggled, reaching beneath the waves. “I thought you’d wear some ratty old pair of trunks, not… wow!”

“Alison convinced me to put on something appropriate for the ritual,” I told her. “You look fucking luscious, by the way.”

Mira’s smile turned into a lopsided grin. “You won’t be taking me through the backdoor tonight, stud. Natasha explained this has to be primal…”

Hmm? I wanted to ask her what she meant by that. Before I could, Natasha gestured into the darkness. “Bring forth the second vessel!”

This turned out to be Valetta. I knew less about the locust shifter than I did most of my mates, probably because she’d been one of the most recent converts to our clan.

Valetta’s beauty was old school, and her outfit matched. She wore a skintight corset of overlapping scales, the same shade as her locust form. It made her look like a warrior riding across the battlefield, a sexy Valkyrie as she stepped into the water. Her long dark hair hung all the way down to her ass, tied into a thick braid that only enhanced the Valkyrie comparison.

I wonder if Amanda did that for her, I wondered, my eyes fixed on the dark beauty as she made her way over to me. Valetta had a way of looking at you that made you feel like the only human being on Earth—or at least the only one who mattered. I’d never felt that more strongly than at that moment.

“Master,” the locust shifter whispered, gently inclining her head as she reached us. Valetta was only an inch or two shorter than me, so neither of us had difficulty maneuvering in the pool. Poor Mira was in danger of being swept away if I didn’t keep my hand on her hip. “I am so pleased that you chose me for this honor.”

“It’s well deserved,” I told the locust. “Thank you for helping me overcome the beast within.”

The locust shifter’s cheeks colored for a brief moment. Like me, she remembered the night she’d held me tight, whispering words of encouragement in my ear as she helped me conquer the beasts that threatened to overrun my soul. Neither of us would lose that night, or the heat associated with it, any time soon.

But before I could do much more than grasp Valetta’s hand beneath the water, the third vessel was unveiled.

I should have expected something fancy from Felicia. She was the underwear model, after all: the haute couture goddess who’d commanded eyes and cocks the world over long before she became my mate. But tonight, in anticipation of her being made my Primal, she’d gone all out.

She wore straps.

That was it. Thin bands of black fabric criss crossed over Felicia’s body, a pattern that looked random until you watched her move within it for a few moments. The bands somehow managed to always hide her nipples and the folds of her slit, but other than that, her whole body was fair game. She wore the beachwear equivalent of one of those BDSM getups, and I half expected her to pull a ball gag from some hidden compartment and fasten it in her mouth before stepping into the water.

Submissive as can be, I thought, all the blood rushing from my head to what swelled between my legs. I should’ve expected it. Wow.

“All three of you have been chosen,” Natasha said once all of my mates were in the water. Had her voice echoed like that before, or was that new? Had she amplified it with magic, or was there a little magic in the ritual itself, giving it that bass tone? “Do you accept your place as the Primals of the Autarch? Do you accept the power he has chosen to bestow upon you?”

Apparently they’d all rehearsed this part beforehand.

“Yes,” my mates chorused as one.

I was more interested in something else Natasha had said. Autarch? The Autarch was dead. Was she saying I was the Autarch? The new Autarch of Mu?

I didn’t want that. But maybe, if I was to defeat Atlantis, I’d need it.

Natasha rose and produced a slender sliver staff, pulling it from the darkness. She began whispering in guttural syllables as she swirled the staff in the water, producing a chant that sounded part Viking, part Native American.

The water swirled. At first it merely moved where Natasha’s staff touched it, but soon the whole pool began to churn like someone had opened a drain in the center. Mira pressed herself close to me in order to avoid being swept away, and my other mates braced their feet against the pool’s floor for the same reason.

It was hypnotic. I watched the whirlpool for sometime, so entranced by it that I wouldn’t be sure later when exactly the water began to glow. What started as a faint shimmer soon grew into a brilliant, sapphire light, until I understood why Natasha had kept the pool so dim to begin with.

“Behold,” Natasha cried, lifting the staff. The water churned without it now, as if it might never stop. “The magic of Mu! The Atlanteans were never able to steal this from us. These rituals elude them even now. Your Primals will be a type of power they haven’t faced since their city sank beneath the waves. Won’t they be surprised!”

They will, I thought. I couldn’t wait to put the Talismans around my mates’ necks: to turn them into the kind of powerhouses that even Alexei Koschei couldn’t stop.

But Natasha had another surprise in store for me.

“We can offer you so much more than Atlantis can,” she purred, slowly peeling her skintight bathing suit from her luscious body. “Power beyond your wildest imaginings. The rhythms of the Earth, yours to command and control. Ahh, I can’t stand it any longer!”

As I watched, spellbound, Natasha stripped off her and stepped into the pool. Naked, she resembled Venus emerging from the foam of the sea but in reverse. The water caressed her legs, her hips, her ass as she sank into the pool, her smoldering eyes only seeing me.

Holy shit. This woman wanted me. God damn did she want me.

“I can’t resist it any longer,” Natasha said, her face filled with amazement as she crossed the whirlpool. She looked shocked at her own boldness, and like she was kicking herself a little bit for making such an impetuous decision. I’d make it worth her while, though.

“Resist what?” I asked. “Say it.”

Natasha grit her teeth as she approached. “I promised myself that I would not give in until you were allied with Mu,” she whispered, taking all of me in as she reached where I stood. “But I cannot stop myself. I need you, Prime—I want you to take me! Take me now, with all of your mates! My energy will mingle with Benjamin Ellis’s own, making your Primals even stronger than they would have been without it!”

Even stronger? That sounded good to me. Especially if I got to fuck Natasha in the bargain.

I could feel my mates cooing and shuddering as I took Natasha by the chin, tilting her upturned face to stare at mine.

“I’m not allying with you,” I told her. “Not yet, at any rate. I’m not even making you a Primal. That’s reserved for my mates.”

My free hand slipped beneath the water. I found Natasha’s slit and entered it with two fingers, feeling the tight warmth of her womanhood. She gasped, her eyes rolling back in her head, and I knew I had her.

“But I will fuck you,” I told her, my eyes and smile dark in the torchlight. “And I’ll take your energy to make my women even stronger.”

Natasha could contain herself no longer. As all my mates watched, the last scion of Mu locked lips with me, her nails digging into my back as we made out hot and heavy. I heard Mira groan with anticipation, Valetta and Felicia caressing me beneath the waves as I pinned Natasha to me.

“You first,” I told her, carrying her toward the edge of the pool. “Then my trio of soon-to-be Primals.”

But as I began to walk, her nails grew more insistent. “No,” Natasha managed, the word a ragged gasp. “You must focus. In the center of the whirlpool, you must focus the energy of the Kraken… and power up the Talismans…”

Oh. I could do that.

“Guide me,” I said, kissing her again.

We didn’t need words to complete the ritual. I only understood that now: when Natasha had said it had a physical component, what she’d meant was that it was all physical.

As we made out, I felt a pressure behind my eyes. Something that had been locked inside me without me knowing began knocking at my skull, screaming to be let free. It sounded vaguely like Ben Ellis, but not really.

Really, it sounded like a fucking Kraken.

“That’s it,” Natasha simpered, nibbling my bottom lip as she ground her bare pussy against my Speedo. “Feel the energy, Prime! Focus it, release it from you and into the pool. Break it, like breaking a dam!”

A dam wasn’t quite the right metaphor. While the energy inside of me certainly churned like a raging river, I could sense that releasing all of it into the pool at once would spell disaster. I needed to be a squirt gun, not a fire hose—at least just this once.

So I closed my eyes and concentrated.

The cries of my mates rose into the sapphire glow, echoing off the bare rock walls. They mingled with the piercing, banshee wail of Natasha as the ritual took its course.

“Yes!” She grabbed me, wrapping her legs around my hips. If I’d been hilt-deep inside of her, fucking her brains out, the cries she made would have been no less loud—or sounded any less sweet. “YES! SLAY THE KRAKEN, MY PRIME! MY PRINCE! MY KING!!!”

As the energy crested, a ghostly form broke the waves. My mates screamed in shock as a massive, spectral Kraken broke through the surface of the water, shimmering as it disappeared into the gloom. Tentacles wrapped around me, filled with ancient hatred, only to fade away before they could do more than caress my shoulders.

The light faded, as did the cries of my mates. Had we done it? Was that it?

Reality reasserted itself. Only Mira had held onto me through the Kraken’s arrival—the rest of my women had to make their way back across the pool, having readied themselves for battle. It would have made me chuckle under other circumstances, but these weren’t those circumstances.

“Look,” Felicia whispered, pointing at something in my hand. “The Talismans!”

I looked. The reason why it had taken me so long to notice the fading of the pool’s sapphire glow was because I had one of my own.

The trio of Talismans in my hand glowed like miniature suns, their silver surfaces casting arcane flashlight beams on the far wall of the cave. Tendrils of energy wrapped around them, fading in and out, taking on the form of a Kraken’s tentacles.

“You must hurry,” Natasha said, letting me go at last. “You must bestow the Talismans upon your women, Prime! You must seal the ritual at once!”

Three hungry, needy women stared at me, and at the Talismans in my hand. All of us knew what ‘seal the ritual’ meant. It was what we’d all come here for.

My cock throbbed in my Speedo, ready and willing.

It was time to make some Primals.


Chapter 9

“You heard the woman,” I told the trio of shifters in the pool with me. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

As I was soon to learn, Natasha’s rehearsals had even applied to this part of the ritual, as well. As if cued by a secret signal, two of my mates broke off, making out hot and heavy as they watched me with the remaining third. That third happened to be Mira, whose arm around me had turned to two. Two questing hands, gripping the bulge in my swimsuit like she never wanted to be touching anything else ever again.

Fuck yes, I thought, carrying Mira to the side of the pool. Let’s do this.

“The day I met you, I thought you were such an asshole.” Mira smiled, letting me lift her and carry her to the nearby wall. “I was trying to steal the Primal Talisman, bring it back to Natasha for a big fat payday. Maybe get enough money to pay for Sophie’s college, and to take an actual vacation.” She chuckled at that—at how naive she’d been. “None of that matters any more. Sophie’s getting all the learning she needs, and every fucking day is a vacation when I’m with you.…”

“Mmm hmm,” I grunted, pinning Mira’s body up against the side of the cave pool. “Did you just say I’m an asshole?”

Mira laughed, deep in her throat, and kissed me. “I said I thought you were an asshole,” she purred, her tongue sliding into my mouth. “And I guess you can be one—but it turns out I like that a lot more than I ever let on. More than I knew, if I’m being honest.”

“Aww, that’s so sweet,” I teased, tugging Mira’s bikini bottoms to the side. “I’d hate to just be some asshole to you, Mira. Especially considering how often I take yours…”

“See, that’s what I’m talking about—ohhh!”

Mira’s clever comeback broke off in a grunt of pleasure as I pushed into her. I kicked away my Speedo, leaving it to sink to the bottom of the cave pool, forgotten. I wouldn’t need it for the rest of the night.

I let out a grunt of my own as I bottomed out inside of the tiger shifter, her tight pussy just as slick and warm as I remembered. Fuck, she was like a dream.

“So good,” I groaned, lifting her hips to get an even better angle to go inside of her. “You were the first one, Mira. The first girl to properly introduce me to my new life…”

She bit my neck as I fucked her, the crown of my cock hitting that special spot inside her that made her scream. “Behind the Medieval Times,” she panted, her eyes filled with love as she looked up at me. “I remember. One of the best days of my life!”

“One of?” I grunted, fucking her harder. My hands dug into her hips, using her tight body as leverage to go even deeper. Faster. “Shit, what do I have to do to take the top spot?”

Mira grinned and buried her face in my chest, panting as her body reached its peak. “Nothing,” she groaned, her voice tight with pleasure. “That’s today, baby. Right fucking now! Every time you’re inside me, it’s the best fucking day ever…!”

“You’re damn right it is,” I grunted, putting my hand around Mira’s throat. I squeezed gently, not enough to knock her out but enough to make her a little dizzy. The way she liked it. “Now come for me, Mira—make everything nice and tight for my cock. Earn that fucking Talisman!”

One more hard thrust was all it took. Mira sailed over the edge, her body writhing like she’d been struck by lightning as she rode out her bliss. I bore down, thrusting all the way to the wall of her cervix as I hit my own point of no return and broke right through.

“Yes,” I groaned, biting the space between Mira’s shoulder and neck. “Fuck yes, here it comes!”

When I came, I shot like a cannon. Thick ropes of hot seed sprayed into Mira’s still-spasming pussy, the raw primal pleasure so sweet and hot I saw stars. At the same time, one of the Talismans in my free hand lit up white hot, the silver turning red like volcanic lava.

I don’t know how I knew what to do next. It was instinct.

“Primal,” I said, the word echoing off the walls like the last note of a guitar solo. The strap went over Mira’s neck, the Talisman sliding into her cleavage as she came down from her bliss. A pulse of power rolled over the shifter’s skin, and I knew the ritual was sealed.

One down, I thought, pulling out of Mira’s heavenly wetness. Two to go!

With Mira well-satisfied, I decided to break up the little girl-on-girl party going on at the other end of the pool. Both Valetta and Felicia looked up as I loomed over them, the power of the Primal Talisman making me seem to be ten feet tall in the center of that maelstrom.

Both women trembled with lust.

“Take us both,” Valetta whispered, lifting herself so that her heavy breasts broke the surface. “Give us both your power, my Prime, and we will serve you until the last beat of our hearts!”

How could I possibly say no to that?

I pulled both women to me, my free hand groping their tits and asses, stoking their inner fires and boiling over their pussies. They kissed me just as fiercely as they’d kissed each other, the three of us slowly moving toward the shallower end of the cave pool. It seemed like Valetta had something in mind.

For a woman as hot as her, I’d see what she’d planned.

“Right here,” the locust shifter panted, her voice filled with excitement as we reached the spot. The water here barely reached my ass, and did little more than lap at Valetta’s taut tummy and Felicia’s hips. I wasn’t sure why we’d come here until both women leaned over the edge, thrusting their asses and pussies into the air.

What a bounty! They’d positioned themselves at the perfect spot to get fucked. The backs of their calves rested in the water, like they were leaning over the foot of our king-size bed and offering themselves in the prone position. I knew from experience that I’d be able to fuck both of them as deep as I wanted this way.

The thing inside of me wanted to fuck deeper than deep. I could feel the energy of the Kraken inside of me, mingling with whatever Red Bull ass supernatural cocktail Natasha had given me to top it off with. I felt like a reactor about to go critical, and the only way to cool it down would be to insert the control rod into Valetta and Felicia’s tight, perfect pussies.

“What are you waiting for?” Without a hint of self-consciousness, the locust shifter leaned over and spanked Felicia’s ass. She had a perfect upward thwack, jiggling the underwear model’s booty in a way a camera would have ached to capture. “She’s so submissive for you, Master. Look at the way her slutty little pussy drips for you around that strap…”

Valetta didn’t need to tell me twice. The bottom of Felicia’s bathing suit had the enviable position of revealing even more than it hid, showing off the contours of her swollen mound as juice trickled down her thighs. The heat of the cave pool had nothing on the furnace quivering between her legs, and I just had to bury myself as hard and deep in there as I could.

“I gave Felicia a smack of my own. Her ass jiggled so perfectly that I did it again, all while Valetta watched. “Yeah, that looks good!”

Grabbing her hips with both hands, I ran my cock between the thick cheeks of Felicia’s ass, savoring the booty that had been photographed in so many different ways. Now it was all mine forever.

“Please,” Felicia whined, grinding the side of her face against the rock floor beside the pool. “Please, Nick, stop teasing me and fuck me…!”

One hard thrust was all it took to make her wish come true. I cried out in pure primal pleasure as I bottomed out inside of Felicia, the slight curve of my cock following her prone insides all the way to that special, spongy spot at her back walls. Hitting it made Felicia cry out and rake the rocks with her nails, so I did it as hard and fast as possible, all while slapping her ass and pulling her hair.

Next to us both, Valetta played hype woman like no one else. “God, yes, that’s so hot,” the locust purred, her eyes filled with interest as she watched my cock disappear into Felicia’s slit. “You’re fucking her so hard, Master! Ungh, I hope you fuck me like that when it’s my turn!”

I grunted, bearing down on the bottom of the pool as I filled Felicia with stroke after stroke.

“I’m such a needy little slut,” the locust shifter purred, lifting one leg to show off her bare, dripping pussy. “When you conquered the locust inside of me, you really conquered me, Prime! All I want is to serve you. I love watching you fuck other women—Look, Nick, Felicia’s about to cum!”

So she was. Felicia’s whines reached a fever pitch as her walls ground around me, the muscles of her sex clenching around me madly as she hit the peak. One more hard thrust sent her over the edge, her pussy gripping me oh so tight as she came. Suddenly the friction of her walls grew so tight that I could barely bottom out inside of her.

I tossed my head back as I hit the point of no return.

Stars exploded behind my eyes as I came. A flood of bliss washed me away as I erupted inside of Felicia, spraying her down with thick ropes of hot jizz. Two heartbeats thudded in my chest, then three, then I was pulling out of her, unloading my seed all over her ass and lower back. Felicia groaned with submissive bliss as I coated her, wiggling her ass back and forth to coax as much cum from my balls as she could.

As I came down from my peak, I latched a Talisman around the model’s neck. It sizzled like the first one, flashing bright enough to cast shadows on the cave wall before sealing itself against Felicia’s tits.

Primal, I thought, watching her arch her back and cry out with triumph.

Then Valetta’s hands were on me, and I began the third phase of the ritual.

You would have thought that after spilling myself inside of two of my mates (and on them, in Felicia’s case) that I might be getting close to being tapped out. Not so. The Primal Talisman vibrated against my ribcage, filling me with a tingly wave of heat that sent my arousal into the stratosphere.

I let out an animalistic growl as Valetta tugged me toward the pool’s center, preferring to lead rather than be led.

Valetta’s corset top shone in the maelstrom. Her tight, fuckable body had never looked so good, and when she discarded her clothes to stand before me in all her glory, I could hardly hold myself back from ravishing her.

“You,” Valetta said, her deep eyes boring into my own, “are a conqueror. You take what you want, Master. That’s your right—that’s what you were made for.” She arched her back, thrusting her big tits in the air. “Do what comes natural to you, Master. I’m burning for it—I feel like I’m fucking melting…”

I didn’t need any more prompting. Valetta was probably the most powerful of all my shifters, her locust form the most savage of all the animal types I’d encountered so far. And I was about to make her even more powerful.

Valetta couldn’t hide the look of utter need written all over her dark, beautiful face.

“Oh fuck,” the locust shifter whimpered. “You’re such a beast, Master!”

I lifted one of her legs as I slammed her ass against the bare rock of the cave wall. My mouth found the sweetness between her bare breasts, licking and sucking her nipples. “Everyone looks at you and sees someone powerful, Valetta. I see it too. But I see how much more you can become.”

“I want that. To become more powerful,” Valetta admitted, her shoulder shuddering with lust.

I buried myself inside of Valetta with one powerful, primal thrust. She cried out, her legs spreading like the wings of a bird as she welcomed me deep inside her tight, perfect channel. Her womanhood was the most wonderful gift she could give, and Valetta gave it gratefully.

I increased the pace, over and over again. Soon Valetta’s voluptuous body was shuddering beneath me, her tits slapping the bare stone with every thrust.

Her groans reached a fever pitch as I let loose, taking the beast within off of his leash. The cave filled with the hard slapping sounds of skin on skin, my rod slamming harder and faster into Valetta’s perfect, tight opening. Sparks shot from my cock on every thrust, the walls of her sex gripping my manhood so tight it was hard to tell where she ended and I began.

Animal forms shifted beneath my skin as we fucked, both of us locking into a hard, primal rhythm as old as humanity itself. I felt Valetta cum beneath me, a torrent of juice dripping from her slit as her pussy boiled over. She didn’t miss a beat, slamming herself back on me just as fast and hard as before.

This time, I didn’t feel the warning before I came. One moment I pumped away between Valetta’s legs, and the next the world was a white screen of brilliant pleasure. I screamed at the top of my lungs, my own cry echoing back at me across the cave walls as my balls emptied into Valetta’s womb. The power of the Primal Talisman had refilled me while I fucked the locust shifter, and now I was cumming inside of her like I hadn’t shot in weeks.

Sensing the ritual’s completion, the forces in me began to withdraw. I blinked, coming back down, and slid the final Talisman around Valetta’s eager, ready neck. The locust shifter clutched it like the greatest treasure she’d ever seen, tucking it between her heavy, ample breasts. Her nipples were hard, stiff erasers, poking from the surface of the water as the waves lapped at her body.

I’d done it. Three women, three Primals. Each of them were powered up now, with their own Talisman and an advanced form I couldn’t wait to discover. The ritual had reached its completion.

But one person in that underground cave wasn’t done.

As I pulled out of Valetta, watching the love and devotion on the locust shifter’s face, I felt hands encircle my waist. They tugged me backward with a surprising strength, pulling me to the center of the still-churning pool. I expected it to be one of my mates, but a casual glance confirmed they were all chilling out along the rim, looking high as kites from the hard, primal fucking they’d received.

Which meant the woman behind me had to be Natasha.

“I’ve seen more than enough,” she whispered in my ear. I’d rarely if ever heard such naked desire in a woman’s voice before. “You are the one, Prime. The future King of Mu. The Autarch.”

So her referring to me as such hadn’t been a one-off thing.

I turned around. Natasha was completely nude, standing in the center of the pool where the walls of the whirlpool had left the water level at its lowest. The waves lapped at her calves, caressing her skin as she posed for me like a porn star in the middle of the ritual pool.

With a casualness that would have startled the old me, I grabbed a handful of Natasha’s ass and squeezed. She reacted with a low, greedy moan, as if she were already looking forward to more.

“If we fuck,” I reminded her, “you’ll be bound to me. One of my mates.” I ran a finger along her chin, watching the proud look spread across her face at the idea. “Are you ready for that, Natasha?”

“I was born for it,” she whimpered, her gaze never leaving my own. “This is hard for you to understand, Prime, but I was made to serve the Autarch. Like every woman of ancient Mu, I knew from birth that I could be added to his endless harem of those who serve. I was… I was trained to pleasure him. To give him such bliss that would unravel the world for any lesser man.”

Really? Now that sounded fun.

“That means no betrayal,” I said, my fingers gripping her ass. “But it doesn’t mean I’m taking your offer, either.”

The scion of Mu shuddered with lust. “The offer no longer matters,” she said. I could see by her eyes that she meant it, meant every word. “You’re the Autarch. It doesn’t matter if you join me or not—though I would hate it, it wouldn’t even matter if you chose to ally yourself with the Atlanteans. You are the rightful leader of Mu, which makes you the only man worthy of claiming me!”

Something about the end of her sentence stuck in my craw. Only man…?

“Natasha,” I said, my voice filled with disbelief. “You’re not telling me you’re a virgin, are you?”

I heard gasps from my the shifter trio. After getting their brains pounded out by their man, the idea that someone who’d never known such an erotic frenzy could be sitting in the same pool with them felt completely impossible. Yet I could see from the look on Natasha’s face that I’d hit the bulls-eye square on.

“As a scion, I am to save myself for the leader of Mu,” Natasha whispered. “The Autarch. Many do not take that seriously, but I do.”

I couldn’t believe my luck. That body, that training, and I’d be the first man to ever have her? To feel her tight, mint condition pussy wrapped around my cock. First and only?

“Fuck,” I groaned. “That’s so fucking hot…”

A grin split Natasha’s face. “So you’ll claim me, sir? You’ll be the new Autarch?”

I thought about it. For about two seconds.

“I’m going to do what’s best for me and my people,” I told her, pulling her closer. “Once we fuck, you’ll be my people, too. One of my mates. If what’s best for all of us is for me to take that mantle upon myself, then I’ll do it. But what really matters is what’s best for all of us. Not just you.”

Natasha nodded. “Of course. That’s all I ask.”

I lifted Natasha into my arms. This time, there seemed no sense in taking her to the edge of the pool—the waves lifted like a vortex, leaving the only space free of water the one in which we stood. With my three mates, my three Primals, watching us like they expected a show.

I decided to give them one.

Slowly, to savor the moment, I pulled Natasha’s chin to mine and kissed her. She melted against me, something that had been hard and unyielding within her for as long as she’d been alive finally giving. She’d found her man: the man she’d been looking for all her life. Her leader. Her ruler. Her Autarch.

And now, her pleasure could begin.

I let my hands roam all over her body. Her ass was supple and firm, her tits the perfect size and shape for groping and kissing. When I slid two fingers into the valley between her legs to feel her inner walls, I found them so wet and ready that I groaned with bliss.

“You really have been waiting your entire life for this,” I grunted, pushing my fingers deeper. They met unexpected resistance, and I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that my little Mu girl had saved herself just for me.

I grabbed her ass with both hands and lifted her to my chest. Most men didn’t possess the upper body strength to fuck in this position, but the Primal Talisman gave me all the power I needed. Natasha’s legs wrapped around my bare hips, her face inches away from my own as she straddled me. Every inch of her bare back and ass were visible to my mates, her tits pressing against my chest with achingly hard nipples.

I held her up one-handed while grabbing my cock with the other, aiming it at her tight, ready hole. I ran the tip over her opening several times, lowering her only to lift her back up again before she could feel me stretching her out. Juice dripped from her pussy, her legs trembling as I teased her mercilessly.

Finally she could take no more.

“I’m going to lose my mind if you don’t fuck me!” Natasha panted, her nails raking my chest. “Please, please give it to me, Autarch!”

A moment later, I did.

I thrust upward into Natasha’s tight, quivering pussy as I ground her down onto me with my hands, using her body like nothing more than the world’s most expensive, exquisite sex toy. For a moment my cock met unexpected resistance, Natasha’s expression flashing with pain, then I was all the way in and nothing but pleasure showed on her face. Each thrust into her soothed away that pain, though a few drops of her blood dripped into the shallow pool beneath us.

“Yesss,” Natasha groaned, sounding like steam escaping from a boiling kettle. “Don’t think that you need to be sweet with me because this is my first time, Autarch. I’ve trained my whole life for this. To worship your cock, to give you the pleasure you deserve! Take me, my king, take my pussy like it belongs to you!”

I held Natasha tight as I filled her, my hands around her waist slamming her down onto my meat again and again. Her legs tightened against my lower back, the heels digging into my sides, welcoming me deeper into her wet, perfect pussy.

I moved her this way and that, exploring every inch of her pink interior as I made her moan and scream my name. Her breasts were perfect to suck, to lick and kiss as I pounded her hard.

As we both drove toward the peak, though, I lowered her and fucked her face-to-face. I wanted to see her expression the first time she came—the first time she felt the toe-curling, mind-blowing pleasure that only her Autarch could give her. I wanted to witness the moment she was bound to me, as one of my mates, forever.

A few thrusts later, I got my wish. Natasha’s walls quivered around me, shaking like a hurricane, and her moans hit a whole new level of volume. Suddenly everything between her legs was hot and tight, dripping as her legs gripped me so hard I cried out. She was going to cum.

“Yes! Yes!” Natasha arched her back, thrusting her tits in my face as she reached the peak. “I’m yours, Autarch, I’m yours!”

Natasha screamed like a banshee as her climax overtook her. Pleasure coursed through her body in a rush, emerging from the cleavage between her breasts as a physical aura. She didn’t see it, as she was far too busy cumming all over my cock to notice, but I certainly did. What the fuck?

The aura surrounded me as I pumped like a piston, my hips unwilling to stop even if my mind was confused. As the magic reached the Primal Talisman, the amulet thumped against my chest, slamming against my breastbone like a hammer on an anvil. Each pulse sent bliss through my body, the world around me fading away as I locked into that hard, primal rhythm I knew would bring me to the peak.

“Ahhhh,” Natasha groaned, her head rocking back on her shoulders. “You feel it too, don’t you? It’s so incredible… but so wrong at the same time!”

Natasha had put it perfectly.

My toes curled in the shallow water as I pushed myself to the peak, thrusting oh so deep at the perfect angle into Natasha’s pussy. Her thighs slammed against mine every time I brought her down on me, adding to the pleasure as I hit the point of no return.

The walls of water around us glowed like the noonday sun, reflecting the mix of titanic energies at the center of the pool. This, not merely the bestowing of Talismans upon my mates, was the true ritual taking place in that subterranean chamber.

I felt the moment Natasha became mine, the pulse of magic searing her like a brand. She came a third and final time, the walls of her pussy clenching like a fist as she sobbed my name, shuddering against my chest. Natasha had never expected her first time to be this good, for it to mark her indelibly for the rest of her life.

I, on the other hand, already felt the familiar tingle of new energy flowing through my body.

I’d done this many times before, and so I thought I knew what to expect. With every one of my mates, the first time claiming them added their powers to my own, along with their forms. The first time I’d made love to Mira, I’d transformed into a tiger. With Felicia, I’d lost control of myself when I entered the form of the Hawk, flying over the city and hunting with animal pleasure. But once I overpowered the Locust, subduing it with Valetta’s eager help, I thought my days of having to grapple with new primal forms were done.

This time, however, the change felt different.

The walls of the whirlpool slowed, pushing inward as the whole swirl collapsed. As they did, the babbling of the waves formed into voices in my head, thousands upon thousands of them. A whole stadium full of overlapping voices filled me, putting me in touch with the world around me in a way I’d never been before.

I could hear the voice of the Earth itself. All the legends about Mu said they were in touch with the planet in ways we could only imagine, able to hear its primal rhythms like its own language. Until now, I had no idea what that truly meant. Now I was experiencing it for myself.

The waters of the pool washed over my head, and Natasha was ripped away from me. I sank beneath the surface, running my fingers through my hair before preparing to leap back to the top. The cool water felt good and refreshing, exactly what I needed.

I pushed against the silty bottom with my heels. I rose, but didn’t break the surface.

Huh? I opened my eyes, only to find I no longer floated at the bottom of the pool. Instead, I was at the bottom of a deep, dark ocean. The power flowing through me kept me from drowning, changing my eyes so that I could see with perfect clarity deep beneath the waves.

Across the bottom of the ocean floor was a massive face. Each closed eye was the size of a football field, corals and crags clinging to the eyelids like those eyes had been closed for a long, long time.

I stared down into the face of the Earth itself.

Into the face of Gaia.


Chapter 10

I stared down at the massive stone face, shocked to the very core of my being. Moments ago, I’d been in a pool that only came up to my chest—now I lurked at the very bottom of the ocean, in depths man had yet to explore. The voices in my head beat against the interior of my skull like a kick drum, not so much asking as demanding to be set free.

Where could I go? If I surfaced from this far down, would the pressure crush me? And if I reached the surface, how would I get home? Was this Melanesia? The land where the Kingdom of Mu had once stood?

So many questions, and no one to answer them.

Until the eyes of the massive stone face began to open.

Geothermal spouts erupted from its nostrils and mouth as the land began to quake. For a time, only darkness showed in those pits where the eyes had begun to open. Then a sickly green light formed, the orbs, clouding over in the silt and dirt of the deep ocean. Something pulled me down, lower and lower, sucking me toward that massive face carved in the Earth’s crust.

I couldn’t get away. The current tugged at me more insistently than any lover I’d known, pulling me downward like a weight around my ankles. I felt like I’d been sent to sleep with the fishes.

The voices in my head mingled together, their tone louder and louder the further I sank. I could have been wrong, but it sounded like they were screaming. Screaming for help.

“What are you?” I managed, bubbles escaping from my mouth as I spoke. My own voice was a tangled growl to my own ears, yet somehow I knew I could be heard. “Where am I? Why am I here?”

Slowly, those inhuman eyes focused on me. More hot jets of geothermal water escaped from Gaia’s lips as her mouth moved with glacial slowness, her dim awareness gradually noticing the presence floating above her. Her ageless visage contorted in pain, her eyes nearly going crossed by how close I floated to her.

“I am… so weak…” Gaia whispered. Or at least a whisper for her, because for me her voice nearly sent me all the way back to the Pacific Coast. A miniature tidal wave exploded from her lips with every syllable, forcing me to paddle against the current with all the power the Primal Talisman could muster.

“Weak? Who is weakening you?” I wasn’t sure that Gaia could hear me, but I had to try. Obviously I’d been brought to this place for a reason, the magic of the ritual sending me here to commune with the very Earth itself. Perhaps every Autarch had this meeting for themselves—though if they did, I doubted very much that they saw Gaia in this state. “Listen to me! Who is hurting you? The Atlanteans?”

“They all hurt me,” the giant face muttered. Her gaze focused on the Primal Talisman around my neck, her massive stone face filling with an expression that bordered on hateful. “Around your neck. It burns… it poisons…”

I glanced down at the Primal Talisman, as if expecting it to be secreting some foul substance. But it just hung there against my chest, the same as ever.

“That doesn’t make any sense!” I cried, a spray of bubbles leaving my lips. “Your chosen people made this Talisman. The people of Mu created this magic, working with the rhythms of the Earth! Didn’t they?”

“It hurts,” Gaia babbled, her eyes rolling back into the craters which formed the orbs. “It hurts so much…”

I was stunned. In the back of my mind, horrifying possibilities began to emerge. As long as I’d known of the conflict between Mu and Atlantis, I’d assumed the Atlanteans to be the invaders—the poison that destroyed the natural relationship between the Autarch and the Earth itself. Clearly, people like Alexei Koschei were the ones who’d be harming Gaia.

But what if I was wrong? What if both Mu and Atlantis were doing damage to the planet? My power, wasn’t it of the Earth? And if not, then what the hell was it?

“If you didn’t create this magic, then who did!?” I lifted the Primal Talisman in my fist, shaking it in the water as I tried to focus Gaia. “Who am I supposed to be fighting? How do I free you?”

“Please, help me,” the giant stone face pleaded. It wasn’t listening to me. The Earth couldn’t see past its own pain—the agony and the suffering in its face were too great. “Destroy them. Make the pain stop…”

“Destroy who?” I asked, wishing that Mother fucking Nature would just give me a goddamn target. “How do I make your pain stop!? Tell me, now!”

“Please,” Gaia whimpered. “Please…”

Fingers grabbed my hair, tugging upward. All in a rush, I broke the surface of the water—and found myself standing in the underground pool again, with the roof of Benjamin Ellis’s subterranean chamber back over my head. Natasha stood just in front of me, her eyes as wide as saucers. The rest of my mates clustered around me, worried looks on their faces.

“Nick?” Natasha was the first to speak. “Are you alright?”

“Did you see that?” I spun around in a circle, the brine of the far down deep still clinging to my skin. Gaia’s voice still echoed in my head, her pleading bouncing around the interior of my skull as her cries faded from screams to whispers. “What the fuck just happened?”

“You were at the bottom of the pool,” Natasha said, her eyebrows shooting to her hairline. “The water came rushing back in, and you just sank like a stone. I’d never seen anything like it before! Mira, Felicia, and I—we were all tugging you, and you wouldn’t move. It was like you were stuck right to the stone!”

“I thought you were going to drown.” That was Mira, who eyed me with a bit more interest and less worry than the others. She, more than anyone else, could see the look on my face and realize I had a story to tell. “What the hell did you see down there, Nick? You look like you just walked through a haunted house.”

In a sense, I had.

“It was terrifying,” I said, shaking the last beads of saltwater from my hair. “I wasn’t here any longer—I was at the bottom of the ocean. God only knows where—”

Natasha gave a little jerk, and all the color drained from her face.

“You know what I’m talking about,” I said, pointing a finger at her. “Don’t you?”

If I hadn’t just fucked her brains out and bound her to me, body and soul, Natasha might not have told me. As it was, she nibbled her bottom lip for a long moment before answering. I couldn’t really blame her—if I belonged to the faction of supernatural creatures who claimed to be in touch with the earth and saw that was how Gaia spent her time, I’d feel ashamed, too.”

“You saw her,” Natasha said portentously. “Didn’t you?”

“Nick? Who is ‘she’?” Valetta’s dark eyes flashed, her nudity forgotten as she took my side.

No point in denying it.

“I saw Gaia,” I told the group. “The Earth. Mother Nature, whatever you want to call her. She’s a big stone face the size of a fucking building, and she’s not having a very good time.” I shook my head, focusing on Natasha’s reactions. “What the fuck is happening to her?”

Natasha swallowed hard before answering. “Gaia is our mother,” the scion of Mu admitted. “The Mother of Mu. Her fate has always been deeply intertwined with that of our civilization. The destruction of it by the Atlanteans hurt her deeper than anyone could imagine, and she hasn’t recovered. She won’t recover, in fact: not until a new Autarch comes to the throne and the Atlanteans are destroyed.”

All of that made a certain kind of sense. Except that Natasha either didn’t know or was hiding one other thing. The Gaia I’d spoken to was being hurt by everything, even the animalistic power contained within the Primal Talisman. That shouldn’t be happening. I couldn’t imagine why it was.

Gaia didn’t sound like she was on Natasha’s side at all. Yet the scion of Mu was incapable of betraying me now. She literally couldn’t hide knowing the truth. Which meant she didn’t know the whole story.

“I’ve spoken with Mother Gaia several times in my life,” Natasha admitted. She glanced at each of my mates as she spoke, involving them in the conversation. “Once when I was a girl, and once during my adulthood ceremony. She’s been weakened throughout her long life by the Atlanteans. So much of what the human race has been forced to endure: famines, earthquakes, natural disasters of all stripes, are all caused by that weakening. She revealed to me that mankind was meant to live in a Paradise, shepherded by the spirit of the Earth itself.” Her face fell. “Instead, the Atlanteans are destroying the natural beauty of the world. The Unveiling will kill her for good, I’m afraid. Those monsters will strangle Mother Nature to death so they can take their place among the stars. It makes me sick!”

It made me a bit queasy as well. Though the more Natasha talked, the more it became clear that she didn’t have the full picture.

“That’s quite a lot,” I told Natasha. “The Gaia I spoke to at the bottom of the ocean didn’t seem to be able to put together complete sentences, much less promise some environmental utopia for all of humanity.”

Natasha’s brows furrowed together. “She must be weakening quickly, then.” Her face filled with worry. “This is why it’s more important than ever that we take down the Atlanteans, my Autarch. Only with the alien invaders destroyed will Mother Gaia be able to heal—will the Earth ever achieve the balance that was robbed of it. Only through you will we all be saved.”

On that point, at least, all my girls agreed.

“Hey, let’s focus on the positive,” Mira said, sharing a look with her other clan sisters. “We’re all Primals now! I can’t wait to see what kind of badass tiger girl I turn into now during a fight.” Claws sprang from beneath her nails, keen and sharp. “Want to spar, Nick?”

“Maybe later,” I told my mates.

My head was still buzzing from my meeting with Gaia. And privately, I worried about what the spirit of the planet had to say. It sounded like someone needed to find a third way to heal the world—one that would knock both Mu and Atlantis off of their perches, and put humanity back in charge. That would let us live in peace once and for all.

But for now, I had other things to worry about.

“The rest of the girls are planning a party,” I told the group. “You can all show off your new forms there. We’ve got a lot to celebrate tonight, whatever else has happened.”

“Damn straight,” Mira said. “God, I don’t think you’ve ever been such a beast with us before, Nick. I really liked it!”

“We have new Primals to introduce to the clan,” I said. “And a new member.” I turned to Natasha Perkov and smiled at her. “You do remember our arrangement, right?”

A tremor passed through her. “The one where I give you everything, and you possibly in the future agree to help me and my people. Oh, I remember that, Autarch. If you were not the most powerful man I’ve ever met, I never would have agreed to it.”

“But you did. And you liked it.” I couldn’t help but tease her. “Was your first time everything you’d hoped it would be?”

All three of my mates grinned at that.

“She certainly looked like she had fun,” Mira purred, running her hand down Natasha’s sleek side.

“I can’t wait for her to meet the rest of the pack,” Felicia said, arching her back and yawning. The waves lapped at her hair, the straps of her swimsuit drawing tight around her tits and ass as she climbed out of the cave pool. “Something tells me Natasha is going to fit in just fine around here.”

I couldn’t agree more.

“Let’s go give the rest of the clan the good news,” I told my mates. They headed for a pile of towels that Natasha had helpfully laid out before the ritual began.

As I strode through the dark, cool cave, with my mates surrounding me, I reflected on the fact that we had just under three weeks before the end of the world. My meeting with Gaia changed nothing—it simply impressed upon me the great lengths I would need to go to in order to stop Alexei Koschei and his cronies from completing the Unveiling and destroying all life on Earth.

But I had some new firepower in my pocket, now. Like the rest of my mates, I was looking forward to seeing what new forms my girls with Talismans could control.

For now, though, we were going to celebrate.

And then, we were going to Vegas.


Chapter 11

I’d never flown on a private plane before.

I’d been on a plane, sure, but never like this. For the old Nick, traveling by air meant a long, excruciating pat down session with the TSA. It meant long lines and cramped cabins, crying babies and passengers trying to sneak their fruit-scented vapes into the bathrooms. It was, in short, a huge pain in the ass, a thing to be avoided unless absolutely necessary.

Now, as I stared out of the window of the private jet my harem and I had chartered with Ben Ellis’s money to fly us to the International Technology Expo in Las Vegas, I had to admit: I was starting to come around on air travel.

The jet felt like a floating hotel, complete with its own bar. We’d been in the air for half an hour now, and most of my mates were enjoying the free booze while trading articles about the Expo across their tablets. We’d all been reading up on David Martin in the week between our underground ritual and the flight to Las Vegas. I’d never realized how complicated the technology industry could be, particularly where Atlanteans were involved.

“Take a look at this,” Sophie said, handing her iPad over to me.

I had a window seat, right near the cockpit, and she had raced the rest of my harem across the tarmac for the privilege of taking the space directly next to mine. To her right, Mira sipped a cocktail and flipped through a dirty book on eReader. Most of the other girls were walking around the cabin, gossiping and flirting and getting excited for Vegas. All of them looked stunning, having done their hair and makeup to the nines in anticipation of our big outing.

I glanced down at the screen, setting my beer in the cupholder at my side. Sophie had an article from a tech journal maximized, a big picture of David Ellis smack in the middle of the page. The man wore a sleek black suit and a watch that cost more than most people made in a year. He’d let himself age a bit more than most Atlanteans, a streak of gray running through his dark hair like an inverted highlight.

But it was the headline that caught my eye more than the man.

“Billionaire tech mogul David Martin promises ‘world changing announcement’ at this year’s International Technology Expo,” I read, frowning slightly at the headline. “Well that doesn’t sound good. Something tells me I’m not going to like that at all.”

“You’re telling me!” That was Mira, who was busy reading the article over Sophie’s shoulder. In the background, a couple of my other mates had stopped what they were doing to listen in. “Whatever it is, it’s supposed to be big. Like world’s first smartphone huge. The whole internet’s buzzing about it.” Mira’s lips formed a tight little line. “You don’t think the bastard knows we’re coming, do you?”

It was an interesting thought. Every high-ranking Atlantean had to be on watch at this point, now that I’d fully stepped into the game. Yet whatever David Martin had planned for his big reveal in Las Vegas couldn’t be that big. It wasn’t time for the Unveiling yet. That happened in just over two weeks, on New Year’s Eve: when the Atlanteans revealed themselves to the world and started the final countdown for humanity.

I put a hand to my chin, thinking it over. And as I did, I reflected on just how much my already-insane life had changed over the last week.

Before our assault on Jotun Canyon, my group of shifters and mages and I had formed a harem. Now, after taking Ben Ellis’s mansion, his money and his property for himself, we were a force to be reckoned with—a clan. The Primal Talisman I wore around my neck had been joined by three lesser amulets, each carried by one of my chief lieutenants. None of those three women—Mira, Felicia, and Valetta—had yet revealed to me the advanced forms they’d been granted through the power of becoming a Primal, but I was looking forward to seeing it first-hand.

But whichever one of our enemies were unlucky enough to be the first person to get them to transform wouldn’t be.

It wasn’t just my mates that had changed, either. Power and status had given us swagger we hadn’t known we had—had opened doors that would’ve been shut to anyone not already a member of the elite. Chartering this flight to Vegas had been about as easy as snapping my fingers, and all my girls were now along for the ride.

As if reminding me that my body floated thousands of feet in the air, the jet rocked a bit beneath me as we hit a patch of turbulence. Several of the girls  had been standing in the aisle, drinking or talking, and so the sudden motion caught them by surprise. Valetta and Dr. Simmons stumbled together, then collapsed into their seats in a fit of giggles. Everyone looked more than a little drunk. Until the jet started rocking, I hadn’t realized I was just as inebriated as they were.

“We need to be on our guard,” a voice said from the front of the cabin. “Whatever surprise Martin has planned for the International Technology Expo, it’s not likely to be in our favor.”

Natasha Perkov, stone sober, smiled a tight smile as she watched me from her seat near the front of the plane. “Men like him never do anything unless they see profit in it.”

I nodded to show I understood. Natasha was the other big change in our group over the last week: the final piece of the puzzle to make our family feel complete. The scion of Mu was a born leader and administrator, and we’d spent the last week delegating more and more of the clan’s business to her, as a way of testing her limits. So far, the only thing I’d discovered was that she didn’t appear to have any limits. From a purely administrative standpoint, she could run our entire operation single-handed without breaking a sweat.

Natasha was the secretary I never knew I needed; the second-in-command whose prowess freed up the rest of the girls to let their hair down and be their most carefree selves. Since she’d taken over the day to day activities of the clan, things had been running smoother than ever—and the girls had never been so relaxed. Not having to sweat all the small details freed a person up to think about the big picture, and to enjoy themselves along the way.

And we’d most definitely been enjoying ourselves. In fact, over the last week I’d gotten laid more frequently than I ever had before in my life. The simple fact of my girls being able to relax and let their hair down, combined with the announcement of Alison’s pregnancy, turned each of my mates more than a little bit baby-crazy. All of them wanted to fuck, and all of them wanted me to finish inside them as often as possible. Hell, the only reason Sophie wasn’t riding me that very moment was because we’d just finished doing the beast with two backs before takeoff.

Now, however, I found my thoughts turning to the infamous mile-high club. I’d never had the opportunity to join it, and consequently considered the whole affair a little overrated: fun under the right circumstances, but just as much of a pain in the ass as commercial air travel. In my private plane, though, with all the niceties and luxury money could buy?

Well, let’s just say I was looking forward to finding out which of my mates would be the one to work up the courage to jump my bones at thirty thousand feet first.

“I suppose I’ll get to find out what Martin’s announcing in person,” I mused, handing the tablet back to Sophie. “I’m planning on being right there in the room with him, after all. But do me a favor.” I tapped the screen. “If you see any leaks about what this ‘world-changing announcement’ is, let me know beforehand, alright?”

Sophie nodded. “Sure thing, Daddy.” She tucked her tablet away with a sigh, then rested her head against my shoulder. “Vegas. This is going to be so much fun…”

It was. We had quite a lot of business to take care of, but hopefully there’d be time for some pleasure, too.

As much as I hated to remove a woman as beautiful as Sophie from my side, the call of nature had just begun to make its presence felt. I glanced down at my empty glass of beer and tried to remember how many drinks I’d had since takeoff. At least a couple. I felt buzzed, which probably had something to do with the altitude.

“If you’ll excuse me, angel,” I told Sophie, scooting past her and her sister, “I’ll be right back. I’ve got to visit the facilities for a moment…”

Mates on both sides of the aisle glanced up to watch me as I passed. Several model-perfect smiles were beamed in my direction, the promise in their gazes and their stances as plain as day to a clan leader like myself. I could read my women the way most men read their e-mail, and just about as frequently.

Yet no one rose to follow me as I made my way to the rear of the plane. Any moment I expected my mates to decide by some silent signal which one of them would accompany me through the cabin, but they all turned back to what they were doing with small, knowing smiles.

The bathrooms lay at the very rear of the plane. Like everything else on board our jet, they greatly outstripped the size and luxury of an ordinary mid-air restroom. Yet didn’t make them spacious, either. Both doors—one marked men, the other women—had a little green ribbon over the knob, letting anyone who looked at them know they were unoccupied.

I stopped before the men’s room, dawdling as I waited for one of my mates to arrive. I even glanced over my shoulder, giving the front of the plane an expectant glance. No one materialized from the shadows to tell me how horny they were, or grabbed my cock and begged for the pleasure of my company.

Well, shit, I thought, reaching for the door handle. I guess I’m not joining the mile-high club after all—

I opened the door. And discovered the trap that had been waiting for me all along.

A pair of eyes gleamed in the shadows covering the men’s room. The snug stall looked darker than usual, as if some magic were deadening the lights in the rear of the plane. I knew all too well how likely that possibility was.

“Ah! You startled me,” Melissa Carter purred. The spider shifter reached out and took hold of the front of my shirt, practically dragging me into the bathroom with her. “You shouldn’t sneak up on a girl like that, Prime…”

You’re the one hiding in the men’s bathroom, I tried to say. But the words only came out as a grunt, Melissa’s surprisingly strong hands pulling me into the snug stall along with her.

An even crazier look than usual sparkled in the spider shifter’s eyes, and her dark hair had been pulled back into a sleek ponytail that practically screamed ‘use me as a handle while you fuck me’.

“What the fuck?” I gasped.

The lights came back on in the stall, letting me see that Melissa Carter was buck-ass naked. Her clothes lay in a neat little pile on top of the sink, stacked away as if forgotten. Her body was sleek, and other than on top of her head, completely hairless. She looked as if she’d been waiting for me for some time, lurking in the darkness until I showed up.

Such a spider, I thought, looking her up and down. A pretty fucking hot one, too. Crazy as hell, though…

Without a moment’s hesitation, Melissa reached for my belt and unlatched it. Her eyes, already filled with that crazy girl savoir faire, grew even wilder as my cock popped free of the confining fabric.

“Look at you,” the spider shifter purred, something both needy and inhuman in her tone. “Fuck, you have such a thick proboscis! No wonder you’re able to breed all of your mates so easily…!”

Proboscis? Only an effort of will kept me from laughing. “That’s my cock,” I told Melissa, tangling my fingers in her hair.

Up until now, the spider shifter had been content to remain in the background, watching the way I interacted with the rest of the clan. Though she clearly showed interest in joining me, especially after the way my harem and I handed her ass to her in the subway tunnels where we’d rescued Dr. Simmons, she hadn’t made a move.

Until now.

Evidently, Melissa wanted to join the mile high club, too.

“And what a fine cock it is,” the spider shifter purred, stroking me rapidly to full hardness. “Are you going to fuck me hard with that big, thick cock, Prime? Your mates aren’t the only ones who want your babies, you know.”

Fuck. Melissa really was going the whole nine yards, wasn’t she? I’d rarely heard a woman propose sex, life-long connection, and getting knocked up in the same sentence, but I found the combination utterly intoxicating.

“You’re fucking nuts,” I said, pressing the crown of my cock against Melissa’s lips. They were pouty and covered in a dark shade of lip gloss, oh so soft against my hardness. I wanted them to part for me, to let me into the woman’s warm, wet mouth—but she wasn’t ready yet.

“I’ve been told that,” the spider shifter said, a nasty glint in her eye. “Crazy girls fuck the best though, Prime. Want to find out?”

With that, Melissa opened her mouth and took me deep. The back of my head hit the wall of the stall, and a deep, primal moan escaped my lips. In any other plane I’d have had to stay silent, but only my mates and those who worked for us were on board this jet. I could be as loud as I wanted.

And right now, I wanted them all to hear me claim Melissa.

The spider shifter certainly knew how to suck a cock. She worked her lips up and down my shaft with expert motions, forming a tight seal around my throbbing prick. It wasn’t long before my balls began tingling with bliss, the telltale sign that they were preparing to shoot a thick, hot load.

I closed my eyes, riding the sensation.

Pain flared through my body.

I opened my eyes to see Melissa’s mouth on the flesh directly next to my cock, her face buried in the place where an artery ran through my thigh. A slender pair of fangs had erupted from her mouth, and she’d buried them in my flesh with a naughty expression.

A wave of dizziness overtook me. The stall suddenly felt uncomfortably hot, sweat beading on my brow. “What the fuck…?”

Melissa pulled off of me with a wink. The puncture wounds she’d bored in my thigh sealed instantly, only a small trickle of blood showing how fresh they were.

“You’re so fucking cute,” the spider purred, standing up and parking her ass on the side of the sink. She spread her legs, showing off her tight little slit, her fingers rubbing her folds. “Normally I’d wrap a mate up in one of my cocoons before I bit them, because it’s so fun to watch them squirm! But I get the feeling you wouldn’t appreciate that, Prime. Besides, I want you to have your hands free. You’re going to fuck me hard!”

“What the fuck did you do to me?” I grunted. My lips felt numb, and the numbness was spreading to my face. The only part of me that didn’t feel sluggish was my cock—which had swelled up even bigger and thicker with Melissa’s bite, the tip not just beading but dripping pre-cum. “You crazy fucking bitch…”

“I put my venom in your veins,” Melissa said, making it sound like the hottest thing in the world. “There’s only one way to keep it from stopping your heart, Prime. If you don’t do something in the next few minutes, you’re going to be dead.”

Before I knew what I was doing, I had my hand around Melissa’s throat. “Tell me what to do, you fucking crazy witch,” I grunted. Something about the way I held her made my cock even harder—and from the look on her face, this kind of treatment was exactly what the spider shifter wanted. “Tell me!”

“Fuck me!” The shifter giggled. “You’ve gotta fuck that poison out, Prime. Shoot it all into me along with your cum, or else you’re going to wind up in one of my cocoons for real…”

Suddenly I understood. With every beat of my heart, the venom coursed through my veins. I felt dizzy and high as hell—but more than that, I felt horny. Horny like I’d never been before.

I didn’t just want to fuck. I needed it: and I needed it rough.

What a coincidence that Melissa had just placed her perfect body in the optimal spot to get pounded.

“You fucking bitch,” I said, thrusting into Melissa. “I’m going to kill you!”

Holy shit she was tight! I bottomed out inside of Melissa, but it was a close thing: her pussy felt so tight around me that burying it all the way inside of her channel required all of my strength.

Melissa cocked her head to the side, her face filled with pleasure and insanity as she rocked her tight walls back on me. “That’s right,” she purred, digging her nails into my back. “Break me in half, Prime! Fucking fuck me like you want to rip me in two!”

I did. Dear holy God I did.

The world blurred around me as I pounded Melissa’s pussy with hard, powerful strokes. Each thrust slammed her against the wall, her shoulders hitting the bathroom mirror. She laughed as her ass hit the sink and turned on the hot water, then laughed some more as my next thrust put a big, ugly crack in the mirror behind her. This had to be hurting Melissa—but she fucking loved it. It was exactly what she wanted.

After all, she’d poisoned me to get the hard fucking she craved. Shit, this girl was even crazier than I thought.

“I want your babies, too, Prime,” the shifter growled in my ear. She locked her legs around me, welcoming me deep as I did my best to fuck her right through the wall of the plane. “Thousands of them! All my sweet little spider babies, ready to serve their daddy! Oh fuck, oh Nick I want it so bad!”

Was she joking? I honestly couldn’t tell. And with the venom coursing through my veins, hitting me like an expensive drug and a double-hit of Viagra all at once, I didn’t really care. I needed to cum.

I bore down against the floor and pumped Melissa like a piston, rapidly working my way to the peak. Melissa’s thighs clenched around me as she came, the pleasure and pain mingling within her to throw her right over the edge.

“Harder!” She cried with a grimace. “What are you, a fucking pussy? Fucking fuck me, Prime! Be a man and use me!”

Something snapped inside of me. I’d let the beast within me off its leash before, but I’d never given into my animalistic nature in quite the same way as I did inside that airplane bathroom with Melissa. I could only imagine what my mates must have heard back in the cabin: the roar of an enraged animal and the sounds of hard, primal fucking. Or maybe they thought I was killing the fucking spider shifter. We were that loud.

I roared, my voice sounding less like a human than something dredged up from the bottom of the ocean.

Melissa squeezed me oh so tight, her crazy eyes staring right into mine as she watched me go over the edge. The drug pushed my pleasure even higher, of course, but what really made the orgasm so incredible wasn’t the toxin flowing through my bloodstream. It was the insane, beautiful woman taking my cock like an expert porn star. The girl who didn’t ask, but demanded I use her like a whore.

Then I was cumming, and the whole world vanished in a haze of pleasure.

Orgasm washed over me as a tidal wave, ripping away my senses. I know I shot deep into Melissa’s pussy, if only because the sound of her triumphant laughter echoed in my ears as I erupted again and again and again. By the time I finished, my balls felt like empty sacks, and I knew what it was like for one of my mates to be rode hard and put away wet.

I collapsed between Melissa’s tits, gasping. Her nails gently raked my back, though her legs had yet to loosen the tiniest bit around my waist. Evidently my cum wasn’t deep enough inside of her yet to satisfy her.

“Good boy.” The spider shifter giggled, nibbling my ear. “Mmh, that’s exactly how I like to get fucked, Prime. You remember that, now. Because I’m your mate for life…”

I didn’t need Melissa to tell me that. Already I could feel the energy of the Spider growing inside of me. Embracing a new beast form no longer worried me: my abilities had grown strong enough to handle any power one of my mates could throw at me. The Spider joined the Hawk, the Tiger and the Locust within me, adding a new dimension to my Chimera Shifter form.

And there’s a little Mu in there somewhere, I thought, exhausted. From Natasha.

“Fucking hell,” I said, looking up into Melissa’s eyes. “You almost killed me!”

She made a face. “My venom wouldn’t have killed you,” she insisted, shaking her head. “You’re a Prime, for fuck’s sake! It takes more than a single spider bite to kill a Prime.” She ground her pussy around me, causing aftershocks almost as pleasurable as the original orgasm. “But it’s a major aphrodisiac. Made you as stiff as a granite pillar inside of me. Ooh, I can feel your sperm fertilizing me right now, Prime! I’m going to need to start laying my eggs soon.” Her violet eyes glittered with mirth. “Would you mind if I started weaving a web in this stall?”

“You do you,” I told the spider shifter, finally pulling out of her. “That was… fuck, that was crazy. I’m glad you’re on the team, Melissa, but you’ve got to be a little less crazy than that. You’re going to scare the rest of my mates!”

“I doubt it,” the spider shifter said. Now that we’d both finished getting our rocks off, Melissa dressed like she’d just decided to change her clothes. Not a single drop of my seed dripped from her pussy, which considering how much I’d shot into her was a minor miracle—or a quirk of spider shifter biology. “Those girls are a lot freakier than you think, Prime. I’ll show you. We’ll have lots of fun once Atlantis is conquered.”

No doubt we would.

On the walk back to my seat, the atmosphere in the jet was muted. My mates did their best to pretend they hadn’t been staring at the bathrooms at the back of the plane and listening in, while I did my best to not think about the things I’d been roaring as I spent myself inside of Melissa’s pussy.

My mates stared at the floor as I reached my seat. Rather than sit down, I decided to confront them directly.

“Alright, I’m all sure you heard what just happened back there,” I said, drawing their attention. “Yes, I just had sex with Melissa and bound her as one of my mates. I know she’s a little… cracked, but that doesn’t mean she’s not a member of the team. I refuse to let any of you be afraid of her—“

I broke off abruptly. None of my mates were looking back at the restroom stall, or appeared to be thinking about Melissa Carter at all.

They were all staring at Sophie.

“Sophie?” I turned to her. “Are you alright?”

She looked like she was about to cry. She clutched something tightly in both of her hands, concealing it from view. What the fuck? What did I miss?

“Daddy,” Sophie whispered, sounding like she’d swallowed an entire watermelon while I was away. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

I looked back from her to the rest of my mates, hoping for some sign of what I was about to hear. None of them said a word: they all remained mum, but no one was laughing. Was she mad about what she’d heard from the back of the plane, with Melissa?

“What’s wrong, angel?” I asked, putting a hand on her shoulder.

“I took this on the plane,” she said, handing me the object she concealed in her fist. “While you were in there with Melissa…”

I stared. The jet rocked beneath us, but this time it felt as if the entire Earth moved.

Sophie had a pregnancy test.

And it was positive.


Chapter 12

Las Vegas was not as I remembered it.

My one trip to Sin City prior to attaining the Primal Talisman had been my sophomore year of college, right when I’d officially grown old enough to drink. A few of my friends and I had pooled our money in order to afford the trip, and as a result we’d had to stay off-Strip in a run down old motel. I’d hardly had the opportunity to see the big, fancy casinos or take in any of the shows. My overwhelming impression of the place had been one of cigarette smoke, senior citizens, and lost wages.

With my clan at my side, however, we were experiencing Vegas in style. The old me would never have been able to handle it.

As soon as we landed at the airport, Natasha had a limousine waiting for us on the tarmac. We’d been whisked through the city to the Luxor Hotel, a sleek black pyramid standing out from the colorful Vegas Strip like a black cow in a field of white ones. There’d been drinks and flirting galore along the way, but one of my mates hadn’t partaken of a single sip. Sophie declared herself alcohol-free the moment she saw her positive pregnancy test, and realized she was going to have my baby.

My mates couldn’t have been more thrilled. The mood as we pulled into the Luxor was celebratory in the extreme, and Natasha had a hell of a time getting my women calmed down and sorting out their room assignments. Not even the most well-equipped suite in the hotel could have handled all my women at once, so we’d booked three of them. They sat directly next to each other on one of the top floors of the hotel, with dividing doors between them to allow my mates to come and go without having to leave our private chambers.

I’d half-expected all of us to get down to bedroom activities right away. But between Sophie’s surprise announcement and the racket all of my mates had heard me making with Melissa Carter on the plane, no one seemed to be in any big hurry to throw me on the bed and ride me.

“You need your strength,” Alison told me, giving me a peck on the cheek as I moved her suitcase into the second of our floor’s two suites. “Binding a new mate always takes it out of you a bit, and those women are going to be mooning over Sophie for a few more hours, yet. It’ll be a while before any of them thinks about getting some dick: probably once they’re drunk and they’ve had their fill of the casinos.”

“If they were any other women, I’d be worried about them going into those casinos,” I said. “Are you sure you, Sophie, and Mira are going to get along alright in here?”

Alison looked around the suite, her eyebrows furrowing together. “Nick, this place is practically a palace,” she said, gesturing around the room. “The house I grew up in was smaller than this.”

I put two of her hands in one of mine. “I’m sorry you and Sophie won’t be able to partake in any of the libations on this trip, though.”

Alison laughed. “Don’t be. Every single one of your mates would trade with us in a second. They’re all jealous of us, the first two to get knocked up with the Prime’s heirs. They’d gladly give up alcohol for the rest of their lives if it guaranteed they’d get pregnant tonight.”

The door to the suite opened. Alison and I sat up, perhaps expecting my prediction to have come true a little early, but it was only Natasha Perkov. The scion of Mu had been all business since our jet touched down in Vegas: she might have been the only one of my mates I could honestly say wasn’t trying to jump my bones. Too busy for that.

“There you are,” she said, her hands on her hips. “I’ve given everyone their room assignments. You’ll have your own suite to yourself, of course, and the rest of the clan is split between the other two suites. Though I doubt they’ll stay there…”

Alison grinned. “It’s more so we can have three bathrooms and three places to get dressed and do our makeup,” she said. “Everyone knows Nick’s bed is going to be the place to be.”

Natasha nodded at that. “I hope to be there myself,” she said, eyeing the bed. “If I can ever get this checklist completed, that is.”

“I’ll help.” Alison scooted off the side of the bed, eager to begin assisting my second-in-command. “Nick, why don’t you go scope out the casino? Maybe check out the convention center, where the Expo’s going to be?”

“I already have Felicia and Valetta on that,” Natasha said, nodding toward the floor. “And Sophie has managed to finagle a floor plan for the casino from the Luxor’s servers. Regular hacker, that girl.”

I acknowledged that with a nod. “So what do you need me to do?”

Natasha looked around the suite, thinking, then let out a little laugh. “Honestly? Nothing,” she admitted, beaming at me. “Not for the next few hours, at least. You’re free until dinner, Prime. We have reservations, so you should be up here by a certain time.”

“Huh.” I looked back at Alison and Natasha. “Maybe I should just go stretch my legs?”

Alison’s eyebrows rose. “You want to gamble? I could come with you. Or we could go see a show or something?”

“That’s tonight,” Natasha said. That woman had an answer for everything. “If you two want to go wander around, that’s fine with me. Say hi to any mates you bump into along the way, and make sure they’re doing what I asked them to. We’ve got a lot of planning involved in monitoring David Martin at the Expo…”

So we did. But for me and Alison, who’d been given free reign to goof off until the evening, it felt like we’d been set free to explore and have fun. Going down the elevator to the main lobby of the Luxor felt like my first trip to Vegas all over again: like being set loose in an adult playground full of drinking, gambling, and goodies.

We left the suite joking and smiling, taking the massive bank of elevators back down to the first floor of the Luxor. Through one of the casino’s few windows, I could see the intense heat of Las Vegas cooking the streets like an oven. This was the hottest part of the day, and tourists and natives alike stayed out of the sun as much as possible. Other than moving from one casino to another, there wasn’t much foot traffic outside.

“So what do you want to do first?” Alison asked, grinning at me as the elevator reached its destination. She looked like she was on a date with me—and all of a sudden, I realized that was exactly the case. Alison and I had had precious little time to ourselves since we became more than just friends, and I don’t think we’d ever been on an outing that didn’t involve at least one of my other mates. I’d never taken her out on the town.

Until now.

“I’m not sure,” I said, scanning the lobby. “Normally I’d say let’s go get drunk—it’s Vegas, after all—but you’re abstaining, of course.”

“Of course,” Alison said, with a small glance down at her belly. No bulge there yet, it was far too early for that. But I could see her eyes sparkling in anticipation. “That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have fun, though. I can be your designated driver if you need one.”

“My DD?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Alison, we’re going to be walking.”

She gave me a good-natured punch on the shoulder. “It’s a figure of speech, babe! Come on, let’s go have fun!”

With that, we made our way to the casino floor. In anticipation of the International Technology Expo, the Luxor was about as crowded as it could be. The usual groups of tourists (their loud Hawaiian shirts reminding me uncomfortably of Benjamin Ellis) and locals sat pulling slot machines or throwing dice, but studded here and there among the throng were higher-class patrons in smart suits, wearing luxury watches.

I watched them for a bit, thinking. They must be here specifically for the technology expo, I thought, letting Alison lead me on a tour around the casino floor. Most of them weren’t doing much gambling: either that or they were sitting at a single table for what felt like forever, betting without saying much of anything. Those seemed to be the most well-to-do of all.

“Let’s get a drink,” I told Alison. “And then do a little gambling. Maybe some mingling, too.”

In short order, I had a Jack and Coke, and Alison was sipping on a virgin Pina Colada, with no one knowing the difference.

“What do you like to play?” Alison asked me, lacing her arm through mine as we crossed the casino floor. The carpet beneath our feet was red and gold, patterned like something from an Egyptian epic.

“I prefer table games to slots,” I said, passing by a bank of the latter as we talked. “Slots have some of the worst odds of any game in the casino. Sure, someone wins the jackpot, but way more people go home with nothing in their pockets.”

“I don’t think you have to worry too much about money,” Alison told me with a knowing smile.

“They’re also not very sexy,” I said in a lower voice, gesturing with my chin. None of the fancy suited figures were pulling the one-armed bandit—they clustered around the table games instead. The clientele sitting before the slot machines had a decidedly ‘nursing home’ look about them.

“Duly noted,” Alison said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “So what’s the best table game, then? Or the sexiest, at least?”

Chuckling, I replied: “Blackjack has the best odds, for a careful player. The problem with it is that at a busy table, one player can be the difference between the dealer busting or beating the entire table. I hate having to rely on yokels to make sure I win.”

Alison nodded along, only to pause at an intersection and point toward a table closer to the center of the casino floor. “What about roulette? Even I can figure that one out.”

“Sure,” I told Alison with a shrug. “You shouldn’t put yourself down, though. You’re a damned smart woman, Allie. After all, you had the good sense to lock me down when you had a chance.”

She gave me another one of those good-natured punches on the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get some chips,” she said, beaming with pride as she walked arm-in-arm with her man.

In no time at all, we’d acquired more chips than I’d ever seen in one place before. Alison and I each had a stack of them, and if we’d cashed them in at that moment, we’d have been able to buy pretty much whatever we wanted for the rest of the trip on just the winnings.

Instead, we decided to gamble.

The casino had close to a dozen roulette tables, and Alison led me to one of the most packed. Only two seats remained, and Alison slid into one with a giggle before patting the other one’s leather seat and bidding me sit beside her. None of the men in suits were here: all of our co-gamblers looked like lifers. More than a few had stacks of chips almost the size of ours.

“So what do you think, Nick?” Alison asked, sizing up the board. “Red, or black?”

On the opposite side of the table, I caught someone rolling their eyes. Amateurs, they were probably thinking, as if that were a bad thing. Vegas thrived on amateurs.

“Bet whatever you want,” I told Alison, kissing her at the spot where her chin met her slender neck. “I’ll get you more chips if you start running low. Just bet whatever number you feel.”

She did. At the next round of betting, Alison threw down a handful of chips on various numbers, before setting a small stack of them on black. I followed suit, tossing a few chips around without much of a rhyme or reason. I was no hard core gambler, and with Ben Ellis’s cash in my clan’s personal accounts, it didn’t make much of a difference whether we won or lost. I just wanted to have fun, and watch Alison have fun, too.

“No more bets,” the dealer said, passing her hands over the table. She was a young, severe-looking Asian woman with a shock of jet black hair. She was the type that men sitting around the table would probably try and flirt with, right up until they saw her eyes. She clearly brooked no bullshit. “No more bets, please.”

Without much ceremony, the dealer dropped a small silver ball into the roulette wheel. It spun and spun, so fast that the ball itself became a blur. None of the gamblers really seemed to pay the ball itself very much attention, but I found myself enchanted by it. I watched it spin, my brow furrowing as it finally hit one of the grooves in the side of the wheel and landed in a slot.

“Twenty-eight,” the dealer said, placing a small metal wick on the winning spot on the board. “Black.”

Neither I nor Alison had bet the number, but Allie’s sizable bet on black paid off. The dealer swept all the losing chips off the table, handing them to another attendant, then added a second stack of equal height to Alison’s bet. She paid out a few more lucky bets, then passed her hand over the table.

“Betting can begin,” she said.

Alison beamed at me. “That was cool,” she said, eyeing her chips. “You think I should bet black again, Nick? Let it ride, or try something new?”

I didn’t respond. I was too busy scrutinizing the pattern of grooves on the polished roulette wheel. There almost seemed to be a trend there. It was the sort of thing a normal human being would never be able to see, but my enhanced senses had been tingling the entire time I’d watched the ball. I could almost sense something…

“Nick?”

I blinked. “Let it ride,” I said, feeling a strange sixth sense overtake me. “Keep the whole thing on black.” I covered my absent-mindedness with another sip of my drink. I felt no buzz: the Jack and Coke was heavily watered down. I’d have to get something nicer later.

“Sure,” Alison said with a shrug. “Double or nothing!”

I placed a few chips, sensing something within me as I did. The Primal Talisman seemed almost to pulse against my chest, as if it were trying to guide my actions. This time I kept looking back from the patterns on the board to the betting, as if I could see what was coming.

I let Alison bet another dozen times, and she won about the same number of times as she lost. All the while, I studied the dealer. I watched how she threw, and determined how much power she tended to put into each little toss. She might not have realized it, but there was a rhythm to how she dished out the ball. Every third toss was exactly the same, and it could only land on a select few numbers.

Fourteen black, I thought, blinking. It’s gotta be.

I matched Alison’s next bet on black with one of my own, but this time I placed a single chip directly on fourteen. Unlike the chips Alison and I threw around like candy, this one was worth some serious money. Everything Alison had won so far would look like peanuts in comparison.

Any moment, I expected someone to question the bet. But it was a single chip in a field of them, and easily overlooked. By the time the rest of the gamblers sitting around the table had finished placing their bets, the whole board looked like someone had dumped a box of game pieces all over it.

“No more bets,” the dealer said, her gaze as steely as ever. “No more bets, please.”

She placed the little silver ball in the wheel and spun it. This time, I paid a hell of a lot more attention. The thing spun and spun, hitting the grooves and making thousands of tiny course corrections as it did.

No ordinary human eye could have followed those patterns: but the Hawk could.

No human brain could hold all those variables at once, or plot them all out. But the Spider, serene in its web, could make any number of plans.

“Nick?” Alison’s hand squeezed my thigh. “Are you alright, babe?”

I closed my eyes, smiling. “I’m great.” Then, kissing her ear, I whispered impulsively: “Fourteen black.”

The silver ball tumbled into its slot a moment later. As it landed, I saw the dealer’s eyes widen almost imperceptibly.

“Fourteen black,” she said, placing that metal wick over my chip. “Very nice, sir.”

Hell yes! I’d seen it happen. I let out a long sigh of relief, as if I’d just run a marathon. Probably I had. I’d been using my powers to perceive the ball’s motion, I knew that now. The energy flowed through me and through the Primal Talisman, giving my brain the kind of workout that only mathematicians and Jeopardy contestants normally knew about. A faint sheen of sweat had broken out on my brow.

“Holy shit, Nick!” Alison’s whisper was tinged with arousal. “Way to fucking go! How did you know—”

The dealer, as calm and collected as ever, paid out the other bets to the table. Then she placed a stack of chips the size of a small building onto the game board, and shoved them over to me.

“Your winnings, sir,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “Someone from our management will be wanting to speak with you.”

Only a moment too late did I realize the dealer spoke not to my face, but to a point just behind me.

A heavy, supernaturally strong hand closed on my shoulder.


Chapter 13

“Sir?” The voice was deep, brusque and casually threatening. “You’ll need to come with me.”

I turned around, Alison tensing up next to me. The people around the table who’d all been congratulating me on my big win froze in their seats, staring at the man standing just behind me. Heads turned from further down the casino floor, attracted to the drama.

I nearly froze up just like the patrons. A living boulder stood at my back, one hand holding onto my shoulder in a grip like an iron band. The man was close to seven feet tall, bald as an eggshell, and seemed to be made entirely of sinew and muscle. The palm that held me was meaty, the fingers as thick as sausages. Their pudginess didn’t trick me, though—I smelled the scent of Atlantis on this man. If it came down to a fight, he’d be as swift and quick as a lightweight boxer.

“I’m only going to ask you one more time,” the man said, his lips forming a tight little line. A shiny metal name tag across his lapel read Vilano, which I found a strangely feminine name for such a gigantic man. “Please come with me, sir. Let’s not turn this into a scene.”

Alison’s head moved on a swivel. “Nick hasn’t done anything wrong,” she said quickly, shooting the man the kind of glance that could peel paint. “Why are you taking him away?”

I looked up and met the eyes of the dealer standing on the other side of the table. Because she saw through my trick, I thought, grimacing internally. I shouldn’t have used my powers for monetary gain.

To tell the truth, I hadn’t even been thinking about the money. I’d been riding the tide of my primal power, following the ball around its circuit like a man trying to solve a particularly tricky crossword puzzle. Unfortunately, I doubted the casino’s pit bosses would see it that way.

“It’s okay,” I told Alison, rising from my seat. “We’re just going to go have a chat. You keep having fun. I’ll catch up with you back at the room once I’m done, okay?”

Alison scoffed at that. “As if I could relax and have fun without you! Nick, I’m going with you…”

“No, you’re not,” I shot back. Already the security guard was leading me away from the table. He looked more relaxed now that he knew I wasn’t going to make any trouble. “Go let Natasha know what’s happened, and tell her I’ll be back at the suite as soon as I can. You are not to worry about me, Allie. You got that?”

She swallowed hard, but she nodded. “I don’t like it,” she whispered, and the poison glance she shot the older woman running the table meant she knew exactly who was to blame for my current predicament. “But alright, Nick. I’ll do as you say.”

The security guard took that as our cue to leave. Though the two of us walked across the casino floor like we were simply having a quick conference, everyone who looked up to watch us pass knew exactly what had just happened to me. I appreciated the fact that Vilano stared forward impassively, making no moves to confirm what the majority of onlookers likely thought.

“This way, sir,” the security guard said, stopping at a wall. Or what I thought was a wall: at a touch from the security guard’s beefy fist, a section of the wood swung away to reveal a hidden security hallway. Now it was impossible to hide the fact that I was being led away from the casino floor. I didn’t bother trying.

“I’m going to have words with the management here later,” I grunted to the man, stepping into the hallway. In marked contrast to the swanky casino, the floor was bare concrete and the walls the kind of plaster you see in elementary school gymnasiums. The guard quickened his step as the door closed behind us, sealing me away from the rest of the Luxor’s guests.

We walked in silence for a time. Finally, I could stand it no longer. “Where are you taking me?” I asked the man.

Vilano shrugged. “Boss wanted to speak with you,” he said, his broad, flat face contorting into a frown. “Look, just because you’re one of the VIPs doesn’t mean you can flaunt it, dude.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I snapped.

The guard rolled his eyes. “Uh huh. And I suppose this”—here he pointed a meaty finger at my chest—“is just a fancy piece of jewelry, right?”

My Talisman, I thought, the blood turning to ice in my veins. I thought I’d hidden it well enough but the cameras must have somehow spotted it. Or security had some tech that could detect talismans. Did the guard know that this was the Primal Talisman I carried within my robes? Did his boss? I’d thought that no Atlanteans could tell such a thing, but maybe I’d misjudged them.

If Koschei and his bastard flunkies knew we were all at Vegas to ambush David Martin, he’d probably have already put in place measures to stop us.

Vilano noticed me tense up. “Don’t worry about it,” he grunted, shaking his head. “Man, I just gotta ask—what were you thinking? Your kind are usually so much better about keeping a low profile. I mean, it’s not like you need the money, right, buddy?”

It took a moment for the man’s words to sink in. He thinks I’m one of them, I realized, the knowledge so absurd that I had to hold back laughter. He thinks I’m an Atlantean!

Of course he would. This guy smelled like those undersea bastards, and I’d have bet every chip Alison and I had wagered at the roulette table that his masters had given him a dose of strength off a Talisman at some point in his service.

“I got a little carried away,” I said, managing to embrace the put-upon look of an Atlantean. “It really won’t happen again.”

Vilano snorted. “Save that energy for the big shindig you guys always have after the conference. It’s going to be wild as fuck this year, from what I hear!”

Shindig? My eyes widened. “There’s a party after the Expo?”

The guard turned as he walked, his eyes narrowing as he looked me up and down. “Always is. Vegas is crawling with your kind right now—and they’re all gonna be there after Mr. Martin makes whatever this big speech of his is about.” Suspicion clouded his gaze. “Which one of the chiefs did you say you were with again, Mr…”

“Hetfield,” I said, blurting out the first name that came to mind. “I’m Mr. Hetfield.”

“Hetfield,” the guard repeated, not sounding convinced. “And you’re with…?”

I decided to take a risk. “I’m with Benjamin Ellis’s crew.”

For a moment, I was certain the guard would attack me. A strange emotion twisted his face, but then he clapped me on the back. “Man, now it all makes sense. That guy’s fallen way out of favor with the big-wigs.”

I forced out a chuckle. “Yeah, I try not to think about it.”

“You should, though.” The man nodded as we walked, reaching a bend in the concrete path. Dimly, I wondered how much further we had to walk. “Last I heard, Koschei was cooking up some nasty shit for old Mr. Movie Star. Those big Kraken arms of his aren’t going to be able to protect him forever.” The man looked me up and down once again, with more scrutiny this time. “Koschei would probably take you in,” he surmised. “You look like you can scrap. As long as you remember not to use your powers at a fucking Vegas table game…”

“Koschei’s hiring?” I asked, changing the topic. That was interesting.

“Oh yeah!” The man paused before a door in the hallway, pulling a key out of his pocket. “He’s recruiting all sorts, so I’ve heard. Lesser Atlanteans and thralls like me are going over to K-man by the boatload. Between you and me, I think he’s got something big planned. Something he’s gonna be rolling out right around the start of next year…”

You have no idea how right you are, I thought, my heart plunging into my stomach. Koschei most definitely did have something big up his sleeve—the Unveiling. Was that why every Atlantean in the region had converged on Las Vegas for the International Technology Expo? Was Koschei here to finally announce the Unveiling?

I wasn’t sure. But now I was damn sure going to find out. Suddenly I felt glad this guard had grabbed me. I’d gotten some good information out of him.

“Look,” I said, lifting my hands as Vilano fiddled with the lock. “I’m not going to make any more trouble. If you let me head back to my girl, you won’t even see me on the casino floor for the rest of the Expo. I’m all gambled out, honest…”

Vilano chuckled as the lock clicked open. “Not up to me,” he said with a shrug. “Boss has gotta talk to you. About the cheating, and some other stuff…”

Other stuff?

The door swung open, revealing a security room packed with cameras. Tiny screens showed the casino floor at dozens of different angles, along with every hallway where the hotel rooms and suites were. In one, Alison made her way down a hall, conversing with Natasha Perkov.

Standing in the middle of the security room, sipping coffee with the biggest smile I’d ever seen on her face, was Yulia Koschei.

“Hi, Nick,” the daughter of Alexei Koschei purred, taking a sip of her brew. “Thank you for bringing him to me, Vilano. You can leave us now.”

So that’s how I was figured out. I thought I’d hidden my Talisman well enough, and it turns out I’d had. Yulia had been the one who’d identified me at the roulette table.

The guard was gone, the door closing behind him with another hollow click. I barely heard it—all I could see was the beautiful, dangerous redhead standing in front of me, looking like she’d just caught me in the world’s most complicated trap.

“Have a seat,” Yulia said, gesturing at the chairs before the security station. “Can I get you a cup of coffee? The beans are outrageously expensive.”

“Sure,” I said, if for no other reason than to stall for time. “Sounds good. And expensive.”

As Yulia worked behind me, I scanned the screens, feverishly trying to figure out why she’d have brought me here. Was she truly still working for her father, the bastard Alexei Koschei? Did she take her marching orders from him, and her protestations of wanting to be put on the throne of Atlantis all fake?

I had to be ready for anything. This could be the beginning of a war against me and mine.

Yulia handed me a cup of coffee in a chipped white mug. Steam billowed from it; the logo of a 1920’s flour company stretched across the porcelain.

“Sentimental value,” Yulia said as I cocked an eyebrow at the strange image. “When you’ve been around as long as I have, you learn to only keep a few things with you. But every now and then, you need a souvenir.”

If there was some hidden message in the bland logo, I didn’t see it.

“Go on and drink,” Yulia said with a faint smile. “If I’d wanted to poison you, Prime, I could have done it down in Atlantis. Would it make you feel better if I drank it first?”

Shaking my head, I took a sip of the liquid. It was hot and dark, just the way I liked it. I expected a familiar bloom of bitterness to blossom on the back of my tongue, but it didn’t come. In its place was a rich, thrilling taste that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

“Damn,” I said, looking at Yulia with grudging respect. “This might be the best coffee I’ve ever tasted.”

“I’d be worried if it wasn’t.” She rested her elbows on the bank of monitors, scanning the current events of the casino with a speed even I considered inhuman. Once she’d satisfied herself, she took another sip and propped herself up on an elbow, grinning at me. “It’s good to see you again, Prime. Have you given any more thought to the offer I made you on the Rishathra?”

I had. In fact, it had hardly left my mind since we parted.

“I have,” I said.

Yulia had one hell of a good poker face, but I could see the excitement in her eyes. “And?”

I shrugged. Rather than answer directly, I asked: “Is your father here?”

Yulia scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Of course he is,” she said, nodding in the general direction of the camera screens. “You think Alexei Koschei would miss the biggest news announcement of the year? You won’t see him on any of these cameras, of course, but my father would be a fool not to be present at David Martin’s speech. Whatever he has cooked up is sure to be of great interest to Atlantis.”

“So you don’t know what this announcement is?” I asked. That gave me genuine surprise.

She didn’t respond at first. Yulia crossed her arms beneath her perky breasts, the half-emptied mug of coffee clutched loosely in her fingers.

“I wish I did,” she finally whispered. “I think my father does, but he and Martin are the only ones. They’re keeping this one close to their chest.” She gave me a baleful look. “And I’m not exactly the most popular person at my father’s court at the moment, Prime.”

More and more interesting, I thought. Taking a long sip of the coffee (I hadn’t been lying to Yulia, it really was the best I’d ever tasted), I leaned back and looked her up and down. “You’re looking good. Damned good.”

Even as regal and haughty as she was, Yulia couldn’t resist the compliment. “Thank you,” she purred, the corner of her mouth curling in a smile. “If I’d known you were going to be here, Prime, I would have really gotten dolled up. Why are you in Vegas, by the way?”

No sense in hiding it. “The same reason as your father,” I said, my eyes traveling to the screen. “I want to know what David Martin’s got up his sleeve. And add another Atlantean scalp to my belt, if I can.”

Yulia nodded at this. If there was ever any doubt as to the bloodthirstiness of the young Atlantean, it faded upon seeing the look on her face. Yulia didn’t hesitate to put one of her father’s chief lieutenants to death. If anything, she looked thrilled by the idea.

“Good,” she said, nodding at the screen showing the casino floor. “I’m assuming you brought your mates with you? I saw the little college one on your arm when I sent Vilano down to grab you.”

“I have.” No sense in hiding that, either. “This announcement Martin is going to make. It’s the Unveiling, isn’t it?”

I got the impression that Yulia wished even more than I did that she knew the answer to that. She did not look happy to be asked the question.

“I don’t know.” She took a long sip of her coffee, finishing it, then set it on the nearest desk. “If I were a betting woman,” she said, gesturing at the slot machines on the camera, “then I’d say yes. But there’s really no telling.” She paused, a new look entering her face. “Are you going to try and kill my father, Prime?”

I squared my shoulders, rising to my full height. “If I get the opportunity. Does that scare you?”

Yulia shook her head. “Kill Alexei Koschei, and I’ll ascend the throne,” she said, something cold and merciless entering her gaze. I was suddenly reminded that Yulia was very, very old. The 1920’s coffee mug was probably a recent purchase for her. “That’s exactly what I want. I’ll help you make it happen, even, if you agree to join me.” Her gaze traveled to me, deep and intense. This time there was no looking away. “Have you decided to join me, Nick? Bind me as your Queen—the Queen of Atlantis?”

There it was. The way Yulia said it, an outside observer could almost have assumed the redhead spoke of a purely political marriage. But there was nothing platonic about what Yulia Koschei wanted to do to me—or what I wanted to do to her. The thought occurred to me that the two of us were very close in this narrow security room, and there was nothing stopping us from making the beast with two backs. Yet I held back.

“I’ve thought a lot about it,” I said, meaning it.

“Not many men would even need to think about it,” Yulia snapped. Anger flashed in her eyes. “I’ve given you the offer of a lifetime, Prime. As King Consort of Atlantis, you’d have all the power in the world. We would usher in a new Golden Age—one free from the influence of my father and his corrupt cronies. Just say yes, Prime, and you’ll be given the full assistance of my entire Atlantean faction. Alexei Koschei will die in Las Vegas.”

Tempting. Oh so fucking tempting.

But I wasn’t tempted by a single beautiful woman. I already had my fair share of powerful beauties. And so the animal within me was able to hold back, and think logically about the offer I’d been given from Atlantis.

“If I’m going to accept your offer,” I said, speaking slowly, “then there’s something you should know.”

Yulia didn’t look fazed in the slightest. “Tell me,” she said, her shoulders rising and falling in a shrug. “What do you wish me to know, my Consort? My Prime?”

No sense in hiding it, I thought ruefully, bracing myself.

“Natasha Perkov is one of my mates. I’ve bound the woman to me, physically, and she’s a member of my clan now.”

Yulia shrank back from me as if I’d spontaneously combusted. She hissed like a snake, her shoulder blades pressing against the far wall as she put as much distance between herself and me as possible.

“You fucked Natasha!?” Yulia looked horrified.

“I did.”

Yulia’s mouth worked soundlessly for long moments. Finally, a bitter laugh came out. “Then you must have accepted her offer,” she said, gritting her teeth at the thought. “How silly of me. And how cruel of you, to watch me lay all of this out before you like a banquet. All while knowing that you’d already agreed to aid my mortal enemy…”

I held up a hand, quieting the redhead. “I haven’t accepted Natasha’s offer.” A faint smile played at my lips. “I am not bound to the Kingdom of Mu, any more than I am to Atlantis.”

I reckoned it had been several millennia at the least since someone had shocked Yulia Koschei so deeply. She looked poleaxed, like her brain simply refused to process what she was hearing.

“You’re kidding,” Yulia spat. “That traitorous bitch bound herself to you with no assurances?”

“Natasha,” I said, imbuing the words with special significance, “is willing to trust that I’ll do what’s right. She wanted to be my mate so badly, she was willing to throw her obligations away. She was willing to set aside the ancient rivalry between Mu and Atlantis, Yulia. For me.”

The gorgeous redhead’s face twisted. “And I won’t do that for you,” she said, realizing what I meant. “That’s why you won’t agree to my offer?”

I shrugged, then finished the rest of my coffee. “It’s been nice talking to you, Yulia. If you change your mind about that assistance, I’d love to get a copy of your father’s schedule while he’s in Vegas.”

Yulia Koschei looked like she’d do nothing of the sort.  “If you think I’m going to spread my legs for you like a cheap whore, Prime, you are sadly mistaken! Just because that little tramp from Mu was only able to bind herself to you by getting on her knees does not mean I’ll be doing the same!”

“Never said you had to,” I grunted, setting my coffee down. “Thanks for the coffee, by the way. It really was good. You’ll have to give me the name of the supplier some time.”

Yulia was aghast. “You can’t leave,” she hissed, looking like she wanted to grab me and force me to stay. “You have to join me, Prime! But I won’t kneel! Queens do not kneel!”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, suppressing a smile. Deep down, I had the feeling that Yulia Koschei would come around to my way of seeing things, and sooner rather than later. But the last thing I’d do to someone like her was push her. “I’d love to keep in touch, though. I’m sure we’ll bump into each other at the Expo.”

“Wait!” A wicked light gleamed in Yulia’s eyes. “You’re still a thief, Prime. You engaged in unauthorized use of your power at a Las Vegas gaming table. That’s a clear violation of our contract with the Luxor Hotel. I can have you forcibly removed from these premises by Vilano and a half-dozen men just like him!”

I might have liked to see her try. But as I turned around to face her, only a low, primal growl erupted from my throat instead of the laugh I expected.

“Go ahead,” I told her, taunting her. “Go tell your fucking father I’m here in the city. Except that’ll spoil your whole coup attempt, now won’t it?”

Yulia knew she’d been outmatched. “Bastard!” the Atlantean hissed, raging as I popped open the door to the security station and shut it behind me. A moment later a crashing sound hit the door, and I realized she’d thrown her special coffee cup at me only to have it shatter.

I walked down the hall double-time, whistling to myself as I did. “I wouldn’t go in there for a while,” I told Vilano, lapping him as I reached the door leading back to the casino floor. “Your boss is in a lather at the moment…”

That was putting it kindly. For now, I needed to get back to my girls and assure them that I was alright. Natasha was probably having a conniption at the thought that I’d been captured by the Atlanteans.

I, on the other hand, had a whole lot of information I hadn’t possessed an hour or two before. And as the International Technology Expo loomed ever closer, I had the distinct feeling that David Martin’s announcement would truly be just as world-changing as he claimed.

And once he made it, I’d change the world for the better.

Over his dead body.


Chapter 14

“Are you ready?” Natasha glanced down at her dress, smoothing out a ruffle in the fabric. “Let’s get a move on.”

My entire clan was in our set of suites at the Luxor Hotel, overlooking the Las Vegas Strip. They’d all returned from their errands and settled down, lounging like jungle cats across the beds and couches as they waited for the International Technology Expo to begin. Only Natasha and I would be traveling there directly—even as a scion of Mu, she’d only been able to get us two VIP passes—but the rest of the clan would be ready and waiting to jump in when we made our move.

“I’m all good to go,” I told her, stepping out of the bathroom.

For the first time in I wasn’t sure how long, I’d showered completely alone, with none of my mates to keep me company. None of them had tried to jump my bones since I’d come back from my meeting with Yulia Koschei, either. Like any good cheerleaders, they understood that today was game day: and the quarterback never fucked right before the big game. I needed my wits about me, which meant I had to be sharp as a tack for our confrontation with David Martin.

Afterwards, however, I was expecting an orgy. And from the way my girls smiled at me as they helped me and Natasha along, I knew they were thinking the same thing.

Since we’d booked our stay in the same hotel and casino where the International Technology Expo was set to commence, getting to the event required little more than an elevator ride. The lobby swarmed with throngs of people, everyone from tourists to tech reporters crowding around for a glimpse of the evening’s superstar performer, David Martin.

I was looking forward to meeting him, too. Except what I wanted from the man was something much different than a selfie or an autograph.

Natasha hung from my arm like an expensive piece of eye candy, her dress glittering in the casino’s lights. In flagrant disregard for the sedate, techie clientele the Expo catered toward, she’d dressed herself up to the nines like a Parisian runway model. Her dress was a clever little middle finger to the Atlanteans: it looked like overlapping silver scales, giving her the appearance of some ultra-sexy mermaid who’d just wriggled out of the foam to fulfill male fantasies. I felt awesome to have her as my escort for the convention, and a surge of pride filled my chest every time she caused someone’s head to whip around as she walked past.

“Lot of people here,” I said, whistling low as we crossed through the most crowded section of the casino.

The Expo’s organizers had rented out the entire convention center in the Luxor, and the event would likely be standing room only outside of David Martin’s keynote speech. We had seats, thankfully, but at that moment all the people who’d soon be inside the Expo were milling around the casino instead, mucking up the works. Moving through the crowd proved to be a major hassle.

The sounds of conversation burbled about us as we made our way to the convention center’s gates. From the tenor of it, the hottest gossip all centered around David Martin and his yet to be announced ‘world-changing’ surprise. The crowd buzzed with rumors of when and where the tech mogul would be arriving at the casino. Some said he was already there, waiting for all of us to join him.

Either way, it didn’t matter much to me. I kept my hand in Natasha’s, scanning the crowd for any threats as we approached the gates. I refused to let any Atlanteans lay their hands on my girl. Any of them who tried were going to find out exactly how dangerous a Prime could be.

A man who could have been Vilano’s cousin stood in front of the big double doors, a suspicious bulge strapped to his side. He didn’t look terribly happy to be guarding the main auditorium, and as we approached, his eyes narrowed at the sight of me and my escort. He thinks Natasha’s just my arm candy, I realized. If only he knew how fucking powerful she is…

“Tickets?” the guard asked blandly.

He held out his hand, and Natasha produced the pair of VIP passes she’d gotten from God only knew where. The guard looked at them a beat longer than was strictly necessary, then turned to me and gave me a glare.

“You’re the one who caused trouble on the casino floor,” he grunted, nodding at the nearest security camera. “I ought not to let you in, you know that?”

Haha, shit, I thought, remembering. Maybe this guy is cousins with the other one.

“Is there a problem?” Natasha asked, her eyebrows shooting skyward. “If you have a reason to detain us, then do it. But my escort and I have valid passes for the keynote speech, and if we miss it, you’re going to have some explaining to do.”

The guard did a double take. Suddenly he wasn’t looking at Natasha like she was a brainless bimbo piece of eye candy.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, grudgingly handing her back the VIP passes. I couldn’t help but notice he gave them to her, rather than deign to touch me. I must have made one hell of an impression on the local security forces if they were this angry at me. “Please keep your lanyards on at all times. Guests without proper identification can be ejected from the keynote at any time.”

He looked like he’d gladly do the ejecting himself.

“I will,” I said, placing the lanyard around my neck. Natasha’s badge hung in her cleavage, making it look even more delectable than before. “No worries.”

Then we were inside, the guard and his rudeness already a fading memory.

“Wow,” I said, looking around the auditorium. “They really went all out, didn’t they?”

The Atlanteans clearly had both money and prestige to burn. I’d looked up pictures online before the event of the Luxor Casino’s convention center, and it was swanky if a little dated. David Martin and his people had taken it to the next level. Massive banners showing the logos of Martin’s companies covered the walls, and barely-dressed waitresses handed out hors d’oeuvres and champagne to the guests who’d been whisked inside. The whole place seemed less like a stale tech convention and more like a wild party, which matched the Vegas theme.

“Don’t get too drunk,” Natasha whispered as we mingled with the crowd. “You’re going to need your wits about you soon. Remember, though, that you should be able to burn off the alcohol with the Primal Talisman if you really need to.”

I’d been in the middle of taking a glass of champagne from a cute blonde when Natasha spoke. Now I did a double-take in her direction. “Seriously?” I asked, downing the whole flute in one gulp. “I had no idea I could do that.”

“It’s said the Autarch consumed prodigious amounts of spirits,” Natasha explained. “Once, while in his cups, an enemy thought to assassinate the leader of Mu while he was defenseless. They learned he was not so when he regained his sobriety in an instant, then ripped out the would-be assassin’s heart.”

“Woah,” I said, picturing it in my mind’s eye. “Hardcore. And you think I can do this?”

“I think there’s many things you can do,” the scion of Mu purred, giving my hand a squeeze. “As powerful as you are, Nick, I truly believe you’ve only scratched the surface of the power the Primal Talisman can offer. Once all this is over, I would bring you to my home. Our libraries contain every scrap of knowledge we’ve been able to collate regarding the Autarch and his powers. Some of the things he could do… Nick, they defy description.”

Damn. It sounded like Natasha was handing me a major gift. “Are you asking me to meet your parents?” I said, teasing her with a smile. “Usually you bring a man home before you give him the best sex of his life, you know that?”

Natasha punched me gently on the shoulder. “My parents are long gone,” she said, shaking her head. “I just want you to take your throne, Nick. I knew when I joined myself to you that you’d go on to do great things, and I want to see you achieve those heights.” She paused for a moment, a new and shocked expression spreading across her face. “The best sex of your life?”

“It was definitely up there,” I said, taking a trifle from the tray of a passing waitress. “I mean, it’s not every day a guy gets to have an orgy in an underground cave.”

Natasha’s cheeks colored at the memory. “If we weren’t about to face down David Martin, I’d pull you into the nearest broom closet and give you something even better.” Her face filled with lust, along with so much love and devotion that my heart ached a little bit. “You really are the love of my life, Autarch. You know that?”

“I do,” I told her, grabbing a handful of her ass. “Sorry you have to share me.”

Natasha flashed a lopsided smile at that. “I don’t mind one bit,” she said, shaking her head with a laugh. “You forget—I was raised from birth to serve Mu’s next Autarch. Being part of the supreme leader’s harem is just part of that.” Her lips twisted in a wicked moue, as if she were still riding the high from being told how good the sex I’d had with her was. “I’m glad that I’ve been able to distinguish myself in your service.”

“I don’t know what I’d do without you,” I said, looking out over the crowd. Another pair of suited men had just emerged from the doors at the back of the auditorium. These were tinted jet black, so that no one could see what waited on the other side. “The girls love you, Tash. You run our clan like it was some Fortune 500 corporation—we’re going to be richer than ever, even before we finish all this Atlantis business. I’m really, really glad you decided to jump in feet first and trust me.” A bitter little smile spread across my face. “I only wish other people were as willing to trust me as you.”

Natasha knew I could only be talking about Yulia Koschei. “She’ll come around,” she said with a shrug. “And if she doesn’t, well—it’s not like there’s any love lost between mine and her peoples. I wouldn’t mind skipping that particular woman one bit.”

“Yeah, but I’d rather she was here. With both of you underneath me, I’d be completely unstoppable.”

Natasha colored even deeper, then let out a laugh. “You’re thinking about having both of us underneath you?”

“You know what I mean,” I said, giving her booty a spank. “But I certainly wouldn’t mind seeing the two of you kiss and make up—”

Just then, the tinted doors swung inward. The keynote speech was about to begin. This was our big moment. Excitement thrummed through the crowd, and several dozen tech reporters took out their tablets and oversized phones, ready to be the first to get news of David Martin’s big announcement out to the Internet.

“Looks like this is it,” Natasha said, giving my hand a squeeze. “You ready, Nick?”

I nodded. In my head, I went back over the plan: ambush David Martin after the speech, draw him out onto the Vegas Strip, then watch as my whole clan of gorgeous women descended on the Atlantean’s head. With all of us united, there’d be no way for him to stop us.

It sounded simple, guaranteed to succeed. But as we were led into that massive, three-sided auditorium, I was no longer quite so sure.

Natasha and I had fantastic seats. An usher led us right up near the front, only a few rows from the stage. The auditorium was set up something like a movie theater, with rows stacked upon rows so that even those in the nosebleeds would be able to see and hear David Martin’s speech. Most of the tech reporter folks filed up in that direction, carrying drinks and snacks they’d grabbed outside.

As we settled in, I noticed something strange. Nearly all the people surrounding us were the same ones I’d seen on the casino floor: the extremely rich, focused people with the expensive suits and watches. They’d all abandoned their table games and come here, filling the first few rows of the audience.

“Jesus Christ,” Natasha whispered, squeezing my hand. “We’re surrounded by Atlanteans!”

For Natasha Perkov, this was like entering the lion’s den. If any of the people sitting around us knew who we were, a massive fight would break out. Even as the Atlanteans shared knowing glances and waves, it was clear none of them realized that among them sat the last scion of Mu and the bearer of the Primal Talisman.

“It’s okay,” I told Natasha, giving her a reassuring smile. “Just act natural.”

She did, but her face had turned pale. “Change of plans,” she whispered, glancing up the rows before returning her attention to the stage. “We sit back, watch the speech, then make plans to ambush Martin. There’s no fucking way we can win a fight in here. Not with all these people.”

I understood exactly what she meant. I was powerful, and Natasha had energy to spare, but the entire first three or four rows of the auditorium were clustered with Atlanteans. Wolves in sheeps’ clothing. If we made any moves here, we’d have a fucking army ready to back David Martin up.

I’d already figured out what I was going to do. But Natasha wasn’t going to like it. “I’ve got an idea, though. Just stare straight ahead and act natural, okay? No matter what you hear in a minute, don’t give any indication that anything is out of the ordinary.”

Natasha’s brows furrowed together, but she trusted me implicitly. “Sure thing,” she whispered, turning herself forward. In an instant, she looked like every bland, vaguely-bored Atlantean waiting for the show to begin.

I reached beneath my shirt, my fingers grazing the Primal Talisman. The tiny pearl Yulia Koschei gave me felt like a tiny bump on the side, barely noticeable unless you were looking for it. As I touched it, I felt a gentle ping along the inside of my skull, as if I’d just connected a phone line somewhere far away.

“Yulia?” I whispered, moving my lips as little as possible. “Are you there?”

Next to me, Natasha gave a start and sat up straighter, but managed to keep quiet. Inside of my skull came a humming sound, born on a wave of static, and then I heard a smooth feminine voice in my head.

“Prime,” Yulia Koschei purred. She sounded like I’d just interrupted her in the middle of her exercise routine—or she’d been touching herself. “I’m so glad to hear from you. I was just thinking about you, actually. I was beginning to think you’d forgotten all about our little communication device!”

Definitely touching herself, I thought, wishing I had more time to follow up on that.

“Need you to do me a favor,” I grunted, keeping my voice low. A susurrus of activity commenced on the stage as a large projector screen unfurled across the back wall, behind where David Martin would make his speech. A slideshow began playing, showing important moments in the history of the man’s tech company.

Yulia didn’t sound inclined to help. “Hmm,” the Atlantean purred, drawing the word out so that my inner ears vibrated. “That depends, Prime. Are you finally ready to give me the answer I’m looking for?”

“Yulia, goddamnit, listen to me,” I hissed. “Go up to my suite right now and tell my clan that the plan has changed. They are to stay in their suite and not engage the target. Do you understand me? Do not engage!”

I could have sent them a text, but I wasn’t sure they’d listen to me and not come running. Having someone show up in person would likely ensure they’d stay put. Or maybe it wouldn’t, but it was the best shot I had.

I felt Yulia pause more than heard it. “How am I supposed to know which suites belong to you?” she asked in a small voice.

I laughed—no need to hide that from the Atlanteans. “Because you’re you,” I whispered, shaking my head. “You probably knew the room numbers before I did. Just do it, Yulia. And later, we’ll talk about your big offer.”

“Wait a second,” the Atlantean hissed over the line. “You can’t order me around like I’m some common whore—”

“Gotta go,” I said, removing my finger from the pearl. The psychic line between myself and Yulia Koschei went dead as a wave of applause rippled through the auditorium. Next to me, Natasha had gone as pale as milk, her hand clutching my own.

David Martin had arrived.


Chapter 15

“Mankind,” David Martin said in a sonorous voice, “is at a crossroads.”

Silence reigned in the auditorium. No one wanted to miss a word of the great man’s speech: least of all me. Whatever announcement this Atlantean in disguise was about to reveal today, I knew it would mean trouble for me and mine. This wasn’t a new phone or a tablet we were talking about—this announcement was supposed to be ‘world-changing’.

And where Atlanteans were involved, changing the world rarely meant changing it for the better.

“Technology has made us more connected than ever before,” Martin said, striding across the stage. He had no podium or prepared notes, just a battery pack strapped to his belt and connected to a microphone next to his lips. This was classic TED Talk: more of a pep talk than a stale oration. “And it’s never made us feel more alone.”

The audience nodded along. From the looks on their faces, they were used to this sort of talk: it was par for the course for the kind of announcements referred to as ‘world-changing’. Corporations always hyped everything up, from the latest release of their flagship products to their newest flop. To most of the people in the audience, this was nothing different.

Only I—and the Atlanteans in the first few rows—knew the truth.

“Our society has never been more atomized,” David Martin was saying. “And more polarized. Social media has allowed us to retreat into our safe, secure bubbles, where our personal opinions and beliefs are never questions. No one is challenged. No one is right. The truth has never meant less to most people than it does right now.”

A few rows behind me, someone yawned. “Must be some virtual reality thing,” someone next to them whispered. “Boring.”

“No, it’s a new social media platform,” someone else hissed. “Listen to what he’s saying!”

“If David Martin thinks he’s going to go up against Facebook and TikTok,” the first person whispered, “he’s got another thing coming!”

While tech journalists argued behind me in low voices, I focused on the man, rather than his message. David Martin was possessed of the same blandly handsome good looks that Ben Ellis had wielded to such great effects in Hollywood. You couldn’t have picked a better actor out of central casting to play the role of an ambitious young tech mogul. Now that I saw him up close, I realized that I had seen him before—he’d been on Shark Tank for a couple of seasons. As I remembered, he’d been one of the more savage entrepreneurs on the show.

None of that showed on his face now, however. Up on stage, evangelizing to the masses, David Martin was in his element. Looking at him, I could almost forget that he and his whole ilk were planning on melting down humanity to soup in order to power their one-way spaceship voyage to the stars. He just seemed so excited about his announcement.

“From the moment we wake up in the morning to when we lay our head on the pillow at night, we’re interfaced with technology,” David Martin continued. “Smartwatches track our heartbeat and respiration—our phones tell us where we are, what direction we’re traveling, and what to expect the weather to be like when we get there. We’ve come to rely on these devices, these algorithms, the way a blind man relies on his cane.” A handsome smile spread across the man’s face. “But we can’t limp along on our collective crutches forever.”

A murmur passed through the audience. “Did he just say that?” someone asked. “Twitter’s going to be in an uproar when they hear that…”

David Martin smiled then, and I realized he was able to hear every word the audience said. “Now, don’t get me wrong,” the man continued, flashing a disarming grin. “I am the last person in the world who would claim to be a Luddite. But it’s clear that something needs to change. The first two decades of the twenty-first century  have been shattering. Humanity is splintered, retreating into itself, staring at the dark mirror of social media and the Internet for upwards of four or five hours a day.” He sounded sad at this fact. “On average, babies are now receiving their first tablets before their second birthday.”

Everyone could get behind that, I supposed. The crowd looked more interested now in what David had to say. By now, most people had figured out his ‘big announcement’ wasn’t something to do with virtual reality, or connected with social media. It seemed to be the exact opposite, in fact. So what was it?

The crowd sounded impatient. I squeezed Natasha’s hand, glancing at her to make sure she wasn’t about to make any sudden moves. I needn’t have worried. She sat next to me, as still and quiet as a statue.

“Do you want to know what I think the problem is?” David looked directly at the camera, flashing a smile so similar to Benjamin Ellis’s that for a moment, a ghost of the dead actor showed in the mogul’s face. “I mean, really. This is an intimate gathering—just me and a few thousand of my closest friends.”

A ripple of laughter went through the audience at that. Every journalist snapped pictures, their Twitter accounts and e-mail programs at the ready to be the first to report David Martin’s big announcement. He had them eating out of the palm of his hand.

“Well, do you?” David’s gaze swept the audience, gradually coming to rest on his compatriots in the first few rows. A knowing smile spread across his ageless face at the sight of his fellow Atlanteans, as if they were the only ones in on the joke. “If no one wants to hear it, perhaps I can let my big announcement wait until another day…”

There was a pause.

“Yes!” a journalist in the stands cried. She was waving their phone back and forth, capturing a video of the moment. “Tell us!”

A few voices in the crowd joined her. Curiously, none of the Atlanteans were one of them.

David Martin smiled, with less humor in it this time. “We no longer have any leaders,” he said simply, spreading his arms.

The crowd looked befuddled. They’d come here expecting some grand gadget, or new social media experience that would become the hot new thing over Christmas. They hadn’t expected to get a lecture about technology and leadership from one of the world’s biggest tech moguls, even if he was winding them up to sell them something.

David Martin, I realized, didn’t have anything to sell at all.

This was something different.

“I know what you’re thinking,” David said, batting away invisible questions with a palm. “Dave, don’t we have enough people bossing us around already? But the answer, my friends, is that we don’t. The people who claim to be our leaders take no responsibility for the state of the world. When faced with a famine, or a revolution, or an economic downturn, they wring their hands and blame the other guy.” He chuckled, as if he had personal knowledge of this. “Whatever happened to ‘the buck stops here’?” he asked. “Anyone?”

No one had an answer.

“Nick,” Natasha whispered. “I’m thinking we should maybe get out of here. I have this weird feeling like something awful is about to happen.”

“Me too,” I whispered. Yet neither of us moved.

“No one wants to take responsibility for themselves,” Martin crowed, looking like he was truly getting into it now. He was working himself up to his big announcement, everyone could tell, so they gave him plenty of rope—even as they personally found themselves more and more shocked by his message. “Not the man on the street, not the man on Wall Street—and certainly not the man in the one percent of the one percent. For too long, we’ve delegated control of governments, nations, and continents to algorithms, offloading the hard work of social and political control to apps and propaganda. And look where it’s got us!”

“What the fuck?” someone muttered behind me. “What’s with this guy?”

“It’s definitely not a phone,” a tech journalist whispered. “Maybe it’s some kind of… mindfulness app? Fuck, I don’t know…”

“For too long,” David Martin continued, “the powerful have been content to sit back in the shadows, guiding humanity with invisible hands. Or with no hands, to get to the fact of the matter. My brothers and sisters among the elite are meant to be guiding humanity, to be controlling them, yet we’ve allowed them to form their own communities, their own cliques… their own bubbles. The elite have never had less control over the population than they have now, and it’s all because of that connection. That cell phone in your pocket, that Wi-Fi in every building you pass. That social media account that doesn’t reflect the real you.”

Several people were beginning to rise from their seats. The atmosphere in the conference center was awkward—this wasn’t at all what anyone had expected to hear from David Martin. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see people starting to leave. Evidently, being insulted was enough for them to decide to hear about Martin’s world-changing announcement later.

“No more!” The mogul threw both hands in the air. “It’s time for us to take up our burden. It is time for us—the elite, the privileged, the immortal—to take a more active role in shaping humanity. A much more active role,” he added with a chuckle.

This sentence rippled through the audience like a shock wave, eliciting gasps.

“Did he say he’s immortal!?” someone gasped, holding up their phone.

“Holy shit,” a woman in a business suit a row or two away from the Atlanteans exclaimed. “That’s it! It’s anti-aging technology! David Martin has found a way to extend human life!”

“That is… technically correct,” Martin said, smiling at the woman who’d caused the outburst. “Yet not in the way you think, madam.” He peered up into the stands, looking at the row of tech journalists who were recording the whole speech with their phones. “Is something wrong up there?”

I turned around. All of a sudden, I realized there was: the techies were all looking at their phones, shaking their heads in anger and bewilderment. They looked pissed, and it had nothing to do with the content of David Martin’s speech.

“Right now, you’ve noticed that your streams have died,” he said, pointing up at the beleaguered journalists in the nosebleed section. “A few of you—I see you checking your phones—have also noticed that your devices are no longer connected to the Internet.”

A cold chill tingled down my spine. “Something’s wrong,” I whispered, glancing over at Natasha from the corner of my eye. “Shit, something is very, very wrong…”

“This is not a localized event!” Now that the cat was out of the proverbial bag, David Martin looked as free and loose as a guy at a nightclub after his third drink. “Right now, all across Las Vegas, servers are disconnecting. The very foundation that underpins the modern Internet is coming unglued. I’m very sorry for those of you who paid for the after show VIP package, but you’re not going to have an opportunity to share your photographs with your social media accounts.” He grinned. “Those are as dead as doornails.”

People looked around in naked shock. What the fuck was happening?

“You took down the Internet?” someone asked. It was the same woman in the business suit from before, who looked less shocked than most in the auditorium. Perhaps she was tangentially connected to the Atlanteans in some way.

“I have remolded the Internet,” David Martin said proudly. “Right now, servers all around the world are disconnecting from the services they once provided. Online shopping, banking, social media: all of that has either ceased working or will cease to work within the next few minutes.” He waved a hand. “A pathetic waste of bandwidth, really. Now that we’ve taken care of that circus, we can reroute the world’s power to our largest, and most ambitious project ever!”

People were beginning to scream. Someone threw their phone across the auditorium, and it shattered into a dozen or more pieces as it landed screen-first on the ground. No matter. It was nothing more than a paperweight, now.

“What is this project?” the woman in the suit asked. “What have you done?”

David Martin smiled. “Every server in the world will soon be connected to one central database. Our database. This is the hub of our most ambitious project ever—something that we’ve been referring to internally as Project Rishathra.”

Rishathra. The name of the fucking ship Yulia showed me. The one sitting on the bottom of the ocean, waiting for the Atlanteans to use it to return to their homeworld.

I recoiled. So did Natasha. We looked at each other, and neither of us needed words to see what the other was thinking.

The Unveiling, I thought. This is it. This is the fucking Unveiling…

“But don’t take my word for it!” David Martin shouted over the din. “To explain a bit more about Project Rishathra and its ambitious scope, I’d like to welcome a special guest speaker to our event! Please, put your hands together for the CEO of our new venture—and my close, personal friend…”

As one, the Atlanteans sitting around us rose. The applause began even before the curtain pulled back to reveal him.

Here.

The Unveiling had truly begun.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” David Martin said, sounding like the ringmaster at a circus. “I give you: Mr. Alexei Koschei!”


Chapter 16

The crowd went nuts.

Not nuts in a good way, unfortunately. David Martin’s announcement had just thrown the crowd into a state of high agitation—all save for the creepy guys in suits who surrounded Natasha and me. They, on the other hand, applauded wildly, like North Korean citizens who’d just been graced with a visit from the Dear Leader. Like whoever stopped clapping first would be put to death.

“Holy shit,” Natasha whispered, stunned. “It’s him. The Unveiling is here…”

“Thank you,” Alexei Koschei said, flipping on his own belt-mounted microphone. The man looked exactly the way I remembered, his smooth ageless face only partially hiding the ancient malice in his cold, ice-colored eyes. “I appreciate the warm-up, Martin. It’s so good to be with you here, at the beginning of our new world…”

Koschei trailed off. His eyes grew wide as saucers as his gaze raked the first few rows of the auditorium. The man couldn’t help but bask in the adoration of his followers; even though they were simply sycophants dredged up from the depths of Atlantis, he still needed his ego stroked. So he looked to them to provide the service.

And saw me. Sitting in the third row and sticking out of the pack like a sore thumb.

Alexei Koschei pointed, his shock turning to alarm. “You!” he hissed, rage contorting his face.

Well, shit, I thought, rising from my chair. I guess it was going to have to be a fight after all.

“Hey, Alexei,” I roared, already beginning to transform. “Didn’t expect to see you here!”

In a flash, I was no longer even remotely human. Multiple different animal forms shifted beneath my skin, giving me a power beyond mortal understanding. The Tiger, the Hawk, the Locust, and the Spider, and whatever strangeness Natasha had given me: each of them entwined within my core, filling me with energy.

In front of the Atlanteans, their sycophants and all the assembled guests of the International Technology Expo, I assumed my Chimera Form.

“Fuck,” Alexei whispered, looking down at the stands like someone had just taken a steaming dump there. “David, handle this ruffian, would you?”

Before I could make a move, Alexei Koschei disappeared behind the curtain. David Martin looked around in confusion as the back rows of the auditorium erupted with screaming guests, panicking in their flight to get away.

Next to me, I heard Natasha let out her own roar as power rippled over her body. A green aura wreathed her arms and legs, the same shade as that strange, massive face I’d spoken with at the bottom of the ocean. The power of Mu, I thought, the words filtering through my animalistic brain. Brought to bear against the Atlanteans at long last…

It had been thousands of years since Mu fought Atlantis directly. They’d been doing nothing ever since but losing, so to have the opportunity to set the scale a bit in the other direction sent a thrill through Natasha. She screamed in delight as she grabbed the Atlantean sitting next to her, tendrils of magic flowing through the guy’s body as he screamed.

Natasha twisted, and the Atlantean was ripped apart. Warm blood splattered all over my Chimera Form, hastening my transformation.

At the sight of the gore, David Martin flinched. “Get him!” the mogul screeched, pointing a bony finger in my direction. “Kill him, and the girl! She’s one of his mates!”

His voice could barely be heard. The auditorium was in an uproar, everyone running for the exits as fast as they could. People got trampled in the rush to flee, and if anyone had second thoughts about stopping to help them, a single backward glance at the monstrosity standing on the stage removed them.

Wings erupted from my back as I soared toward the stage. David Martin took one look at me and ran, the same as Alexei Koschei had. Good, I thought, pure primal pleasure coursing through me. That meant I’d get to hunt.

I tore through the projector screen with a locust’s scythe-like arms, ripping the material away in a single powerful slash. Behind the stage was a small green room, with snacks and drinks—no sign of David Martin or Alexei Koschei. But I didn’t need to see them any longer.

I could smell them. The briny scent of Atlantis clung to them, following them wherever they went. With a howl like an entire wolf pack screaming at once, I lowered my head and gave chase, leaving Natasha to mop up any Atlanteans who would dare follow me.

Arms and legs of all different stripes erupted from my body as I tore down the hallway, following the scent of Atlantean. I wasn’t even consciously aware of this process: my body simply generated what it needed, as soon as I needed it. If I had to have wings in order to tear my prey from the sky, they burst from my back in an instant. If the legs of the tiger would give me the speed to chase my target down, then they were there before I could even think about it.

The scent grew closer as I ran. Dimly, in the human part of my brain, I realized that yet again Alexei Koschei had moved up his time table because of me. The Unveiling wasn’t supposed to be for two more weeks, a surprise unveiled over New Years Eve: but they’d moved it up, because they were afraid of me. David Martin’s keynote speech had turned out to be a convenient place to announce the imminent end of the world.

Good, I thought, ripping through a door with a handful of spider limbs. They should fear me.

I ran—and found myself on the floor of the Luxor casino.

People who a moment before had been happily gambling their lives away stood next to their slot machines and video poker terminals, looking pissed off. A few gamblers still stood at the table games, throwing dice or flipping over cards with determined looks on their faces, but most people had begun to realize something was very wrong. More than a few had their phones out, and were flipping their Internet browser on and off like that would do anything. As if David Martin’s masterstroke were just a minor hiccup with the cell phone signal.

No one knows he took the Internet down, I realized with a start. They won’t know until it goes out on the news networks, and that could be an hour or two. They’ll all have to coordinate over the phone—

That was as far as my train of thought got. A scream echoed across the casino floor as the first person saw my Chimera Form and began to run. Within moments, the whole floor was a mass of activity. People ran for their lives before me, even though the only two people in the whole city I truly wanted to hurt were David Martin and Alexei Koschei.

Where were they?

The briny trail of Atlantis led me through the lobby. A pair of security guards, braver than most, unloaded their handguns into the side of my Chimera Form. The pop pop pop sound of small arms fire echoed through the lobby, prompting those who hadn’t yet made the decision to flee to start running.

I felt the bullets as small annoyances in my side. Grabbing my power without conscious awareness, I formed a massive tiger arm and punched both men into unconsciousness, knocking them to the tiled, marble floor. They’d live, I decided, giving them a brief glance before heading through the front door.

The heat and sunlight of Vegas hit me dead in the face. Sweat erupted all over my animal body as I looked both ways up and down the Strip, blinking rapidly. The light blinded me, so I relied on sense of smell to tell me where David Martin and Alexei Koschei had fled. I could smell their trail heading to my left, moving from the Luxor past the Excalibur and toward Caesar’s Palace.

Trouble was, I could smell more people directly in front of me. And they stank of badges.

“Don’t fucking move!” a female voice yelled, amplified by a megaphone. “Put your fucking hands up, you freak!”

My eyes adjusted to the sunlight, and I saw a dozen cops aiming shotguns at me. Nearly as many squad cars lay behind them, arranged in a semi-circle around the entrance of the Luxor. It irritated me that they’d let Koschei and Martin flee, but were trying to stop me.

It’s because I look like a monster, I realized. Maybe…

Closing my eyes, I concentrated.

My body reformed itself into human form. The Locust and the Spider still shifted beneath my skin, but I had more than enough self-control to keep from going feral a second time.

The officer in charge saw. She gasped, her eyes going wide and her pretty face turning pale.

Wait a second.

I knew that face.

“It’s you!” Officer Diaz yelled, taking a full step backward. Though she was surrounded by a dozen men in SWAT armor carrying high-caliber weapons, she no longer felt like she could defeat me. And with good reason. “You’re the guy who stole my handcuffs. Who told me he was going to… to…”

A memory flashed through my mind: being pulled over by Officer Diaz, only to get her all hot and bothered and take her handcuffs away. I’d promised to give those back to her sometime, in a much more fun way than she’d threatened me with them. But I didn’t have them on me. They were back in Ben Ellis’s mansion.

Because really, what chance did I think I had of ever running into that particular cop again?

“Shit,” I said, grinning. “I didn’t think I’d be seeing you today. What are you doing here?”

“Got transferred.”

“Well, I didn’t bring the handcuffs, unfortunately.”

Officer Diaz mastered herself with an effort. “That’s okay,” she said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “The department gave me a new pair.”

She pulled them from her belt, letting them hang from her free hand. Oh shit.

“Just come with us,” Officer Diaz said, “and nobody gets hurt. Surrender peacefully, and you won’t get shot…”

Even with the end of the world in sight, part of me wanted to do exactly what Officer Diaz said. It wouldn’t take long for me to talk her into taking those handcuffs off  me—and even less time to convince her to put them on her wrists in the back of her squad car. I’d promised her, after all—and a promise is a promise.

But I had to save the world.

I noticed something about her. “You’re not wearing a ring,” I told Officer Diaz. “When did that happen?”

She flushed guiltily. “After I pulled you over, I started to realize a few things,” she whispered, pointedly not noticing as several of the officers around her coughed. “Hernan and I divorced last month…”

I nodded, understanding her perfectly. After me, no man was enough, I realized, grinning internally.

“Look, I’m a little too busy to get arrested right now,” I said, reaching for my Chimera Form. “But once this is over and I’ve saved humanity, come find me. I’ve got a place saved just for you—on your knees.”

Officer Diaz looked like she wanted to be disgusted by the way I spoke to her, but was too turned on to manage it.

One of the cops with the shotgun let out an angry noise and shouldered Officer Diaz aside. “All units, open fire!” he roared, brandishing his weapon. “Bring the monster down!”

As one, the police all pointed their weapons at me.

And things stopped making sense for a minute.

Broken glass rained down on the Vegas Strip, landing in my hair and on the pavement directly in front of me. The officers who’d been pointing their shotguns at me suddenly were aiming them at the sky, waving them around like they were trying to ward off an angry swarm of hornets with the barrels. Officer Diaz took cover beneath her own squad car, while the guy who’d shoved her looked happy to see her go. He pointed his gun at me with a grimace, his mouth moving soundlessly as he prepared to pull the trigger.

Then a massive green locust landed on his chest and bit his head off.

Officers screamed as more shapes landed among the crowd, attacking with a vengeance. Other than the man who’d touched Officer Diaz, no one hit hard enough to kill—disarming and knocking unconscious was the order of the day. Vicious animals rained from the sky, knocking the men surrounding me down and providing me a path to give chase to the two Atlanteans I could still smell.

“Nick!” The locust turned into Valetta, her dark hair and violet eyes flashing in the sunshine. “We’re here!”

I looked up—and saw the massive, gaping hole in the side of the Luxor. Yulia Koschei either hadn’t delivered my message or it hadn’t been treated seriously. My women had been waiting at the window to see me emerge onto the Vegas Strip.

And when they’d seen me surrounded by the police, they’d acted.

Valetta stood up from the corpse of the rude officer and raced to me, wiping blood from her chin. “I’m so sorry,” the locust shifter told me, glancing back at the fallen man. “I saw him hurt that woman—the one you want to make your mate. When he hurt her, I just saw red…”

“It’s okay,” I told Valetta. All around me, more of my women regained their human forms, fierce and beautiful. “You did the right thing. All of you did. I really appreciate the assist!”

Mira grinned. “I left Sophie and Alison back at the suite,” the tiger shifter said, glancing upward at the hole in the side of the Luxor. “They’ve got Amanda Simmons looking after them—I’m sure they’ll be alright.”

I was sure, too. Those girls could handle themselves in a pinch—their Beastmage magic was powerful, even if I didn’t want to risk my heirs by putting them on the front line of a battle. I met the gazes of each of my mates and grinned.

“Well, what are we waiting for?” I roared, transforming back into Chimera Form. “They went this way!”

Together, we ran.


Chapter 17

Vegas was in chaos.

The failure of the Internet had brought people outside of their homes; had driven gamblers out of the casinos and out onto the street of the Vegas Strip. The main thoroughfare leading past the casinos was completely shut down, most of the cars either cut off or abandoned in the crush. People walked back and forth across the narrow ribbon of highway, looking at their phones like they hoped for them to come back on at any minute.

Only my mates and I knew they wouldn’t. The only hope for restoring the online grid now lay in defeating David Martin and Alexei Koschei. I refused to let them escape. I’d missed my chance at Koschei in Ben Ellis’s mansion, but no more. The bastard was going to die.

I took flight, the wings of the Hawk ripping through my flesh as I scanned the sky. My mates followed by land and air, rippling with fierce feminine strength as they leaped over cars and scattered pedestrians. Dozens, if not hundreds, of tourists had taken pictures and videos of us as we passed. If we did bring the Internet back, there’d be no hiding us from the world any longer.

We could cross that bridge when we came to it, I figured. For now, I wanted vengeance.

The smell of Martin and Koschei had been faint during my confrontation with Officer Diaz, but now grew stronger with each passing moment. It turned at an intersection, leaving the bright lights and gaudy buildings of the main Strip behind for the older section of Vegas. This was where I’d gone on my college visit here—the buildings looked a little older, a little more run-down. I followed the scent of brine, growling as I flew.

Finally I saw them. Two figures running down the center of the Strip, looking pissed. None of the fine automobiles that had carried David Martin and Alexei Koschei to this event would be able to help them—the highways were frozen. So they’d run.

When they saw me, they stopped running. They’d just reached the front of the famous Golden Nugget casino, a small crowd of gamblers milling about up front. Someone had stretched caution tape along the doors and posted a sign stating that all slot machines and video poker were down ‘for repair’.

“Martin!” I roared, touching down in front of the casino. Passerby scattered as I landed, not even the sight of me regaining my human form enough to keep them from fleeing in fear and terror. “That was a hell of a speech you gave, my man! How long have you been looking forward to delivering that little polemic to humanity?”

Martin and Koschei shared a look. At a nod from the ancient man himself, David Martin sighed and stepped forward. So he’s going to slow us down while Koschei escapes, I thought, shaking my head. No. That’s not going to work for me. Not today.

Now that he’d accepted his task, David Martin looked both resigned and ready. He adjusted his cufflinks as he walked in front of the Golden Nugget, sparing the gaudy sign a single glance before turning his attention back to me.

“It was a good speech,” he said with a shrug. No self-aggrandizement here. “Not as good as it could have been—I forgot a line or two—but no one’s going to criticize me for it. They won’t be able to post their clever tweets and withering insults online any longer.”

“The Unveiling,” I growled, cracking my neck. Behind me, my mates had just reached the Nugget, and fanned out around me like a street gang getting ready to scuffle. “You and Koschei pushed it forward a couple weeks because of me. I’m flattered to be the reason you’re so scared, but you know I can’t let you end the world, right?”

David Martin looked surprised. “Who told you that?” he asked, glancing back at Koschei for confirmation. “We have a spy in the ranks, Alexei. Someone’s been leaking information to the Prime…”

“I know exactly who it is,” Koschei said, shaking his head. “My daughter.”

I didn’t bother denying it. My silence was confirmation enough.

Koschei scoffed. “What did she offer you, Prime? A crown? Dominion over Atlantis, the world at your feet? Or perhaps she simply got on her knees and convinced you that way?”

“That’s a hell of a way for a man to speak about his own fucking daughter,” I snarled, several of my mates joining me in my disgust.

Koschei merely shrugged. “I’ll deal with Yulia later,” he told David Martin. “Handle the Prime and his harlots. I’ll meet back up with you at the base.”

The base? “Fuck no,” I said, reaching out for the Atlantean. “You’re not going anywhere—”

But he was. A puff of smoke wrapped around Alexei Koschei’s body like a wreath, and he was gone.

I stared at the spot where the Atlantean had stood, gritting my teeth in frustration. It must have showed on my face, because David Martin gave a good-natured chuckle as he looked at me. “The man does that,” Martin said with another one of those shrugs. “You didn’t think he’d really face you down here, did you, Prime?”

“Yeah,” I admitted. “I kinda did.”

David Martin scoffed. “If you ever have the opportunity to face Alexei Koschei, he’ll have every possible advantage. His own ground, his own backup… he’ll choose everything.” The man cracked his knuckles and loosened the top button of his shirt. “I don’t intend to give you the opportunity, though, Prime. I’m going to kill you.”

“You’re welcome to try,” I said, power flaring in my chest. “I don’t think you have much chance of succeeding. I’ve killed Atlanteans before.”

Martin’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. Ben Ellis—the Kraken.” He laughed at that, harshly and without mirth. “We won’t be fighting in a swimming pool this time, Prime. Now you’re going to see the true power of an Atlantean!”

Before I could come up with any clever retort, David Martin began to transform.

His metamorphosis wasn’t like those I’d seen before. Instead of a gradual shifting from human to beast, the animal form which Martin controlled burst from him like an explosion, ripping his body to shreds in a single violent, transformative moment. A long, bird-like face blinked at me, covered in the man’s all too human gore. Its eyes were dark, midnight blue orbs, with a curiously human-like intelligence. Tufts of feathers stuck out from its ears, with the mane of an eagle working its way down the creature’s neck.

That was where the bird comparisons ended. From the neck down, David Martin had the body of a lion. A thick hide of fur covered his body, with rippling muscle beneath his arms and legs. Long, gossamer thin wings erupted from his back, flapping madly as he roared.

“A Griffin,” I said, amazed. “David Martin is a Griffin Shifter.”

A griffin was a legendary creature—the furthest thing from an ordinary animal. I hadn’t even realized they were real. Maybe they weren’t real. Perhaps David Martin had attained this form through sheer force of will, commanding the energies within himself to form into that of a creature out of myth.

Either way, it didn’t matter. I was going to bring him down.

Actually…

Thinking about the legend of the griffin made me remember the women flanking me. Three of them, to be precise: each of whom had a Talisman on a slender leather cord around their shapely necks. The three of my mates who’d taken part in the ritual with Natasha Perkov, gained the ability to become an even more powerful form of shifter.

A Primal.

Grinning, I took a step back from David Martin. The griffin’s eyes widened in disbelief as he watched me increase the distance, melting away into the front line of my mates. “What are you doing?” the griffin demanded, a long black tongue emerging from its beak. “Stand and fight me, Prime!”

“I don’t need to,” I said, scoffing. “You’re beneath me, Martin. I’m saving myself for Alexei Koschei. When the two of us clash, I’m going to want to have fresh legs.”

The griffin’s eyes nearly bugged out of its head. Confused laughter erupted from its throat, sounding disturbingly like the clucking of a chicken. He pawed the pavement, leaving deep gouges in the asphalt from his claws.

“You’d have me fight your mates?” The griffin’s head swung from side to side, sizing up the women backing me up. “How cowardly. And stupid.” He peered at me with great interest, his avian face stretched in something like a grin. “I’ll kill them all, Prime, and then I’ll come for you. You’d really have me face all of these women?”

His snarl made me want to rush over there and punch him, but I held myself back. I wanted to show Atlantis how powerful we were—how I didn’t even need to throw myself into the fray in order to win.

I shook my head, still grinning. “Not all of them. Just three.”

David Martin stared at me, confused.

“Girls,” I said, gesturing at Mira, Felicia, and Valetta. “Go on and get to it!”

Three of my mates stepped forward, their hands balled into fists at their sides. Mira, the Tiger. Felicia, the Hawk. And Valetta, the Locust.

Except they were so much more than that. They were next level. Advanced far beyond the point of human understanding. As deadly as they were beautiful.

They were my Primals, and it was time for Atlantis to understand what that meant.

With a sky-splitting roar, Mira leaped forward, transforming in mid-air. The form of the tiger rippled through her body for a brief moment, only for the Talisman around her neck to flash like a fucking sun. When the light faded, an absolute behemoth sat astride the pavement, glaring at David Martin.

She was still a tiger, of that I was certain. But now, two massive tusks erupted from Mira’s jaw, and her sides were thick cords of muscle. I’d joked about Mira becoming a sabertooth tiger once she became a Primal—and that’s exactly the power that had come to her.

I was so proud.

“What the…?” David Martin took a step back in griffin form, squawking pitiably. “No! This isn’t fair! It’s not right…!”

“Who gives a shit about fair?” I laughed at the hapless Atlantean. “This is about winning!”

Felicia took to the sky, transforming in an instant. Just like with David, her new form ripped free of her body, extending across the pavement in a blast of pure power. When it faded, the former Hawk shifter had the head of a hawk and the body of a dragon.

I laughed in amazement. “Looks like I’ve got a fucking Griffin too, Martin!” I roared, over the cheering of my mates. “What do you think about that?”

I never did get to hear what David Martin thought about my new Griffin shifter. Both Mira and Felicia closed the distance, diving into battle with the Atlantean. It was two against one, and Martin clearly wasn’t one of the Atlanteans who’d trained for decades in the arts of battle. He fell back again and again, knocking the sign of the Golden Nugget from its perch to shatter across the concrete.

“No!” Martin screeched, his voice turning into a hideous squawk. “You can’t do this! No matter what you do, Prime, you can’t stop what’s coming—!”

A dark shadow landed on David Martin, and his scream shook the entire city.

Since taking the Primal Talisman for myself, I’d seen beauty—and I’d seen danger. But I’d rarely borne witness to a combination of the two like what I saw from Valetta as she ascended to her Primal form. I couldn’t even put a name to what she was—she would have given H.P. Lovecraft nightmares, and given H.R. Giger the biggest boner of his life. If a Xenomorph had come to horrifying, sexy life, it would have fled in terror before Valetta and her new power.

Pinned down and surrounded by shifters, David Martin didn’t have a chance.

I hung back until the man’s screams turned to gurgles, satisfied that my Primals had made short work of him. By the time I approached, the man was back in human form, barely able to lift his head from the pavement. Dozens of wounds scored his skin, blood pooling on the asphalt as he struggled weakly to move.

“Don’t get up,” I said, putting a foot on the Atlantean’s chest. “You’re not going anywhere.”

Even as I watched, the man’s wounds began to heal. The flood of heart’s blood pouring from the puncture through his chest slowed to a trickle, and the color began returning to his face. He sputtered weakly, moving his arms and legs like a fish on dry land.

“Oh, would you look at that,” I said. “Your Talismans are already picking up the slack. How many of them do you have?”

“Don’t…” David Martin gasped.

“Looks like there’s four,” I said, tugging down the collar of the man’s expensive shirt. “I’ll be taking those.”

I ripped them free of Martin’s neck and watched as his healing ceased. The man let out a pitiful wheeze, his wounds oozing blood. It was even odds whether or not he’d survive as he was—his healing was incomplete.

“I’ll make this easy on you,” I said, leaning over David Martin’s prone body. “Tell me what I want to know, and it’ll all be over.”

“I’m not saying anything to you,” Martin gasped, turning his head to the side. “I… ahhh!”

My knee dug into the wound Valetta had ripped through his chest, opening it anew. Blood poured from the hole, staining my trousers. All the color drained from Martin’s face, his head lolling against the pavement.

“You can die fast, or you can die slow,” I told the Atlantean. “Either way, it’s up to you. Where did Koschei run off to?”

The man thought it over—for about two seconds. “I suppose it doesn’t matter now,” he said, gagging around a mouthful of blood. “It’s too late for you to do anything about it. By now, Koschei will have already set the final phases of the Unveiling into motion.”

That sent a spike of ice into my guts, but I didn’t let it show on my face. I’d be damned if I let an Atlantean know he’d gotten under my skin.

“Tell me,” I said, low and cold. Shadows fell over David Martin’s face—my mates stood just behind me, watching the drama unfold.

He spit out blood and laughed. “He’s at the Universal Deconstructor,” he said, shaking his head weakly. “I suppose if Yulia betrayed us, you already know what that is?”

“I do,” I said, alarmed. “Tell me where it is, Martin. Give me Koschei’s location and I’ll end this.”

“No need,” the man said weakly. “I… I think it’ll be over in just a minute. I’ll tell you, of course. Koschei abandoned me just as he did you. I didn’t think you could beat him, but I will admit—I could be wrong about that. It would put a smile on my face to see that bastard get his due…”

He could barely speak above a whisper now.

“Where?” I demanded.

David Martin leaned up with a surprising burst of strength, grabbed the front of my shirt, and spoke his final words.

“Where all good aliens end up,” the man said, chuckling as he tumbled into the dark. “Area 51. You’ll find him at Area 51, Prime…”

He collapsed to the pavement, dead as a stone.


Chapter 18

By the time we made it out of the city, Las Vegas had nearly collapsed.

With the Internet destroyed, the police kneecapped, and hideous monsters roaming the streets, social order hadn’t been able to keep from breaking down. Those who were able to hide did; those who couldn’t headed for higher ground, hoping to stay away from the things that had attacked the Luxor. I would have liked to have stayed and reasserted order in the city, maybe even looked up Officer Diaz. But there was no time.

With his dying words, David Martin had given me my destination. This was now a race against time—and Alexei Koschei had one hell of a head start.

A few blocks away from the worst of the carnage, my mates and I broke into a warehouse and stole a big white van. It had once belonged to a computer repair company, and the backseat had been filled with old hard drives and routers before my girls chucked all that out on the street. Most of them rode in the back, with Sophie and Alison taking pride of place on the small bench near the front of the storage compartment.

Natasha Perkov, however, rode shotgun with me. Both because I needed her expertise—and because I figured I was going to need her to perform another one of her rituals.

“They’re all real,” she said, setting the clutch of Talismans we’d looted from David Martin’s dead body into the cupholder on the dash. “Genuine Talismans. Filled with David Martin’s griffin powers.”

“I knew they were real,” I said, my hands on the wheel. Outside of the city, the roads were eerily quiet, as if no one wanted to dare risk a drive through the desert with everything that was going on. “I watched them start healing David Martin before I ripped them off his neck. Their authenticity doesn’t interest me—just their power.” I watched the road unfurl beneath us. The speedometer was nearly at the point where it would break off. “How many more Primals can we make with this?”

After watching Mira, Felicia, and Valetta deliver a king-sized beatdown to David Martin’s griffin form, one thing had become abundantly clear: I needed more Primals. The incredible, exponential growth in power my mates experienced when given the essence of an Atlantean wasn’t just worth pursuing—it was the only thing worth pursuing. Mira, Felicia, and Valetta put the rest of my mates to shame. I felt certain any one of them could have taken on the entire rest of the clan without breaking a sweat.

Natasha pursed her lips, staring at the Talismans a moment longer. “Three more,” she finally pronounced. “You can make three more Primals with the energy you took from David Martin, Autarch.”

I whistled. Three more Primals was enough power to level a city. Alexei Koschei wouldn’t stand a chance. But did we have enough time to make the ritual happen?

“What we have to figure out now,” I said, glancing into the back of the van, “is whether we can stop and power up the girls or not. I’m assuming you need another body of water, Natasha? But wait, Martin was a griffin, not a kraken. Should we fuck in the sky?”

Natasha laughed at that. “A body of water would be perfect, actually,” she said, scanning the horizon. “Not that there’s many of them around here…”

“I’d check the GPS,” I told the scion of Mu. “But it’s not working. Just like everything else.”

Serious looks filled the faces of my mates. All of them had watched their cell phones die along with the rest of Las Vegas. Any hope that this was a localized phenomenon caused by the Atlanteans vanished the moment we turned on the radio. The news was frantic with reports from around the world: London, Paris, Shanghai. The phone lines still worked, but the Internet was as dead as disco. A minority of humanity sang hosannas at its death, while the rest of us mourned.

Amanda Simmons cleared her throat. “We don’t need a body of water, correct?”

Ever the scientist, I thought with a smile. “What, are you suggesting I just pull over and fuck everyone’s brains out?”

“Actually,” Dr. Simmons said, “that’s exactly what I’m suggesting. Assuming Natasha can make it work.”

I shared a glance with the scion of Mu. “What do you think, Tash? Can you power up Sophie, Dr. Simmons, and Melissa if we do it on the side of the highway?”

Alison piped up from the backseat. “Sophie is pregnant,” she protested. “She’s in no condition to do battle with Alexei Koschei!”

“That may be,” I replied, “but it wouldn’t hurt. Besides, I’ve got to give it to somebody. Unless you want me to drive back into Vegas and find Officer Diaz?”

“It’s fine,” Sophie said quickly. Unlike Alison, she looked eager to assume the form of a Primal. She’d seen my girls kick ass, and wanted that for herself. “I’ll be a super-fierce mommy!” She grinned.

“The highway won’t work,” Natasha said flatly. “But there is something that might.”

Heads turned in her direction.

“What’s that?” I asked.

Natasha cleared her throat. “A ritual under the stars. That might have the power we need. We’d need to wait until nightfall to make it happen—but I’m confident if we fulfill the ritual in this manner, we’ll be able to transfer David Martin’s energy. You’ll be able to grant the empowered Talismans to your women and turn them into Primals.”

I drove on for a bit, thinking. “Is that too much time? Shit, I don’t even know how long it’s going to take us to drive to Area 51 from here.” Saying it staggered me; it still didn’t feel real. “Area fucking 51! I can’t believe all that Roswell shit I’ve been hearing about my whole life was real all along.”

“It’s not,” Natasha said with a grim expression. “All those stories were planted by Atlanteans. They had humanity joking about the aliens in a bunker, so they didn’t realize the real aliens were underneath the sea. It’s all a big joke to the Atlanteans.”

“It’s crazy how fast things are falling apart,” Alison said from the backseat. She and Sophie were holding hands, comforting each other as best they were able as the van drove through the desert. “The Internet’s been down for less than two hours, and Vegas is already so scary…”

“Fear and chaos,” Natasha said, giving me a significant glance. “That’s how the Atlanteans like to rule. They’re priming the pump. Soon, there’s going to be so much chaos that humanity will be willing to follow anyone who’ll bring back their credit cards and their PornHub. Even the Atlanteans.”

I did some mental math, thinking it over. “I’m guessing it’s about two or three hours to the closest town to Area 51,” I said, thinking about the route I’d taken back home after my college Vegas trip. “By then, it’ll be getting dark. If we assault the base first thing in the morning, will we be too late? Will Koschei have already activated the Universal Deconstructor and started turning humanity into a puddle of gray goo?”

“I don’t know,” Natasha said, her lips forming a tight little line. “But I know someone who might.”

Oh shit. I knew just who she meant.

With a sigh, I reached into my shirt. “You take over,” I said, pulling over to the side of the road. “I’m going to want my wits about me for this.”

“Nick?” Sophie asked from the backseat. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to talk to an enemy,” I said, popping open the driver’s side door. “No one make any noises. I don’t want her to know you’re all here. She can probably tell anyway, but I’m not going to give anything away.”

In short order, Natasha and I had switched places. “If I see a camping supply store, I’m going to stop,” she told me as she cut the engine back on. “We’ll need a tent for the ritual—a big one. One that we can open to the stars…”

That sounded fine to me. As we started down the road, I reached beneath the fabric of my shirt and found the tiny lump of the pearl. It pulsed against my hand, faintly warm, and the connection opened. I’d worried it might not, with David Martin’s handiwork out in the world.

“Prime!” Yulia Koschei’s voice was filled with worry. “You’re alive!”

“Don’t sound so happy about it,” I said, chuckling and shaking my head. “Listen, I don’t have a lot of time to talk. I need to know something about your father, and I need to know it now.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line.

“You can ask,” Yulia finally said. “But my father knows I betrayed him now. His people came and tried to arrest me. If it were up to him, I’d be in a cell underneath the sea right now!”

“He tried to arrest you?” I asked, surprised. Alexei Koschei’s voice echoed in my head. I’ll deal with my daughter…

Damn. He was one cold-blooded son of a bitch.

“Don’t worry, I didn’t let them take me,” Yulia said in a breezy tone. “You’re not the only one with a few surprises up their sleeve. What did you want to ask?”

The thought of Yulia stepping over a pile of dead Atlanteans both thrilled and frightened me a bit. “How soon will it be before your father activates the Universal Deconstructor? I need the truth.”

Yulia paused for so long I worried she might not answer, or might not be able to.

“I don’t know the exact time,” she said, sounding like she wished she did. “But my guess would be that my father intends to deploy the Universal Deconstructor at Area 51 by noon tomorrow.”

“Noon?” That was long after sunrise. “You’re sure?”

“That will be the first one,” Yulia said, a wondering tone in her voice. I figured she was probably picturing the death and destruction to come, once her father’s final plans came to fruition. “Once that’s set free, my father will activate the other Deconstructors hidden in the ocean. They can only be given their marching orders from his console at Area 51, though—he doesn’t trust anyone else. So you won’t be able to hack it. The base itself is the only place this can be stopped now.”

“That’s perfect.” Relief coursed through me like a strong drink. “Thank you so much. I’ll talk to you soon.”

Yulia let out a strangled little sound. “Wait! Where the hell are you? Are you heading to Area 51 now—?”

I let go of the pearl, disconnecting the line. “Tomorrow morning. Daybreak. We’ll have just enough time to stop Koschei from destroying the world. And with three new Primals on our side, we just might be able to make it happen.”

I watched Natasha smile as she drove the van down the highway. “Yes, Autarch,” she said, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.

Sophie let out a laugh. “You know what this means?” she asked, grabbing the back of my seat.

“No,” I said. “What?”

I could feel her grin. “We’re going to have a party tonight,” she purred. “A ritual party. All romantic and under the stars!”

“I doubt there’ll be much romance involved,” I told the clan. “But I’ll do my best to make you all very, very happy.”

We had preparations to make. If we failed to bring down Koschei tomorrow, this could be my clan’s last night on Earth. No matter what, I resolved to make it a good one.


Chapter 19

We found a camping store about a half-hour later and bought all the supplies we’d need for a night under the stars. The credit card readers were down, of course, but Natasha had brought plenty of cash with us from Vegas, and that stuff was always good. The owner was so happy to see paying customers that he overlooked the strange fact of a bloodstained man traveling in the company of nearly a dozen beautiful women and sold us everything we needed.

The further we drove, the deeper the sun sank on the horizon. Few natural features are as beautiful as a desert sunset, and as the temperature dropped, my mates opened up the windows in the van and let their hair flow freely, grinning and chatting. The whole drive had the feel of a road trip, rather than the world-altering event it was certain to become.

For one night, we were just a guy and his harem camping underneath the stars.

The road ended miles from Area 51—by design, there was no easy way to approach the base from civilian highways. We got off the highway at Rachel, which the owner of the camping store had told us was the closest inhabited town to the base. Though inhabited seemed like a stretch, as it was little more than a roadside bar and a single intersection.

“Everyone brace yourselves,” Natasha told us, gripping the steering wheel a little bit tighter. “It’s about to become a bumpy ride…”

The next time the road drew flat against the desert, Natasha drove us into the scrub. The land was mostly flat, but the van still bumped up and down precipitously with every small hill and rock in the path. Natasha navigated with nothing but the stars and the fading sun to guide her, heading in the general direction of Area 51.

An hour or so later, the scion of Mu judged we’d come close enough to our destination. She pulled the van onto a flat plateau of rock and killed the engine, climbing from the driver’s seat with a relieved little sound. “We’re here,” she told the clan. “Everyone get the tent set up. Maybe start a fire while we’re at it…”

The back of the van had been packed full of camping supplies. My girls got the tent set up in record time, placing it in the center of the plateau. It was octagonal, with a wide zippered flap in the front and a mesh skylight in the ceiling to let the stars shine through. Natasha had insisted on this feature back at the camping store, telling me that the ritual wouldn’t work without it.

In short order, Alison and Sophie had a nice blaze going in the fire pit. Someone got out burger patties and buns we’d picked up at a convenience store along the way, and we had ourselves a little barbeque. For an underwear model, Felicia turned out to be one hell of a good cook—though simple, I’d never had anything so tasty before. I polished off three of the things, my Primal Talisman humming happily as each one hit my stomach.

By the time we’d finished eating and getting set up, the stars had come out. The sun disappeared over the horizon completely, and a surprisingly chilly wind blew across the dunes. Several of the women shivered, pressing their gorgeous bodies next to each other against the cold. Natasha, meanwhile, walked over and started the van, kicking on the heat for the rest of the group.

“Alright,” the scion of Mu said. “Each of the three women who will become vessels should come with me. We will prepare the ritual, and let the Prime know when you are ready for the process to begin. Girls?”

Sophie, Amanda, and Melissa all reacted like someone had cracked a whip against their asses. The trio lined up in front of the tent, each one smiling deeply as they awaited the beginning of the ritual preparation.

“See you in a few minutes, Daddy,” Sophie said with a wink. “We’ll all be right inside!”

“Let’s do it!” Melissa Carter giggled, cocking her head to the side. “I’m hoping my Primal form is a Black Widow. I just love pumping venom into my prey’s veins.” She winked with just as much lewdness as Sophie, if not more so. “Don’t you agree?”

Memories of the last time I’d let Melissa bite me filled my head. “You keep that mouth of yours to yourself,” I told the spider shifter, softening the words with a knowing smile. “That was fun once, but it’s definitely not the sort of thing I want to do when the whole world is at stake.”

“Oh, no problem,” the spider shifter purred. “I’m more than happy to put your other two mates front and center tonight, Prime. I’ve already gotten what I wanted from you, anyway…”

Huh? Was Melissa saying what I thought she was saying?

I wanted to ask, but just then Natasha hustled all three of the girls into the tent. She paused at the flap just long enough to command us all to refrain from peeking, then zipped the thing up tighter than a bug’s ass. Most of my other girls climbed into the van to stay warm, or crowded around Alison’s fire.

I stood watching the stars for a while. The cold didn’t bother me: and if it did, I could always call upon the Primal Talisman to banish the chill. I was thinking about the future of my clan, and how many little ones I could expect to have running around soon, when an arm snaked into the space next to mine. I looked down to see Alison Waters staring up at me, a faint smile on her face.

“Penny for your thoughts,” she whispered, resting her head just beneath my shoulder. “Everything okay over there, babe?”

“Hmm?” I tore my gaze away from the horizon, my thoughts returning from tomorrow's assault to the present moment. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just got a lot on my mind, that’s all.”

Alison followed my gaze over the desert. Though it couldn’t be seen from this distance, both of us knew that somewhere in that direction lay the fabled Area 51. A secret military base where it had been rumored for decades that the government kept the remains of alien bodies and ships.

Turns out, the aliens had owned the place all along. There was a definite irony in that.

“You’ll get us through this,” Alison assured me. She guided my hand, and for a moment I thought she was going to put it on her belly. But instead she sent it lower, beneath her skirt and to the warm, wet valley between her legs. “You’re incredible, Nick. No one’s ever made me feel the way that you do.”

Behind us, my girls drank and cavorted around the fire. It was pretty much a perfect night, if you could forget the fact that the world was likely to end at noon tomorrow. With my fingers against the swell of Alison’s mound, I almost could forget it.

“And you know what?” Alison let out a little whimper as my fingers left her. Without an ounce of shame, she sucked the digits greedily, her eyes rolling back in her head. “You want to know something really fucked up?”

“Tell me,” I said, my voice low.

Alison grinned. “If this really is the end of the world, then I don’t care,” she told me, holding me tight. “I’d rather have spent a week being your girl than my entire lifetime doing anything else. Look at us, Nick. We’re more than just a family. We’re something deeper, something stronger.”

“You’ve got that right. But it’s not the end of the world. Not if I have anything to say about it.”

The two of us stood upon the plateau, staring up at the stars for what felt like hours. But only a few minutes had passed when the zipper on the tent slid downward, and Natasha Perkov’s leg appeared on the rock.

“The ritual is ready,” she said, her body wreathed in the same pale green aura that heralded the magic of Mu. “Please enter the tent, Autarch. Your vessels are waiting for you.”

“Guess that’s my cue to perform,” I said, planting a kiss on Alison’s cheek. All my mates around the fire giggled at that, egging me on in their drunkenness. “I’ll be back in a bit. Have fun without me.”

“Like we won’t hear every bit of it,” Alison said. “I’ll be hanging out with the rest of the girls…”

As I reached the flap of the tent, Natasha put a hand on my back. “This won’t be like last time,” she whispered, her lips brushing my ear. “I, uh, have something a bit special prepared for you, Autarch. A true ritual, not a mere carbon copy like what we performed at Ben Ellis’s mansion.”

“Sounds great,” I said, peering into the darkness. “All three girls ready in there?”

“They are,” Natasha assured me. “But Nick…”

I paused at the threshold. “What?”

Natasha cleared her throat. “You must not be shocked by anything you see.” She cocked one flawless eyebrow. Her hand worked at the flap of the tent, expanding the thin line of darkness to a narrow, acute triangle. I could have sworn I smelled far-off spices in that tent, though we’d brought nothing of the sort along with us to the desert.

“Shocked? Why would I be shocked?”

Natasha flashed a tight little smile. “This ritual is not like the others,” she whispered, the hand on my back moving lower. “The energy of the Atlantean Talismans we captured, it is… old. Very old. And beneath the stars, the ritual has a much different tenor than if it were in water.”

Okay. So the ritual would be a little different. I could handle that, right?

“Where is everybody?” I asked, peering into the gloom. I expected to be able to see the three women lounging in the darkness, preparing for me to join them, but they were nowhere to be found. Not a sound came from the interior of the tent. “Are they in there?”

“They’re there,” Natasha said in a portentous tone. “Deep in there. Don’t be frightened by anything that happens in the tent, my Autarch. All of it is part of the ritual. All of it will only increase your glory.”

“Wait, frightened?” I did a double take, peering deeper into the gloom. Despite the aura of mystery Natasha seemed intent on giving these proceedings, I felt more tempted than ever to use my Prime powers to cheat a little bit. Before Natasha could respond, I reached for the energy of the Hawk, pushing a tiny fragment of it from the Primal Talisman into my eyes.

With the power of the Hawk, I could see great distances—and perceive things in total darkness with as much clarity as if it were midday. I glanced into the gloom, expecting to see a bed or a cot laid out in the middle of the tent with the trio laying on it waiting for me.

Instead, there was… nothing.

Not even darkness greeted me at the tent’s center. The three women were nowhere to be seen. What the fuck?

Just then, Natasha clutched me tight. I could feel her excitement and arousal, coursing through her with the all too familiar tingle of fear. “Everything you see in there is true. If not necessarily real. Just be yourself, and you will be fine, my Autarch. Be yourself as you truly are, and not as you make yourself for the world!”

“What?” I asked. “None of this makes any sense—”

Natasha gave me a shove, tendrils of Mu magic wrapping around her arms as she pushed me. Her magically altered grip was surprisingly strong, causing me to stumble and fall into the center of the tent. toward that singularity of darkness the scion of Mu had conjured, just for me.

I heard some of my women asking what was going on from the fire. But I was falling, tumbling into the black with no way to stop myself.

Before I knew what was happening, the world fell out from underneath me. It almost felt like the strange, dislocating wrenching sensation I’d experienced when visiting Gaia, but was over much more quickly.

I blinked, opening my eyes.

And found myself in a whole other world.


Chapter 20

My women were there waiting for me. That was the first thing I noticed.

I sat atop a golden throne, in a throne room so large that an airplane hangar could have comfortably fit inside of it. The walls were solid marble, held up with columns that would have looked right at home on Mount Olympus.

Nearly every available scrap of wall space was covered in tapestries, showing scenes the likes of which I could hardly comprehend.

High, narrow windows broke the stone in slits, the world wobbling drunkenly outside of the glass. Through them, vast roads of coral and quartz could be seen.

Water, I thought, looking at those windows. I’m underwater. Where the hell did Natasha send me?

The throne lay atop a raised dais, towering over the rest of the chamber like the judge’s bench in a courtroom. A vast chaise lounge, large enough for three women to lay atop it abreast and still have room to stretch out, rested at my feet.

My feet…

I was dressed like a king. No, like a God. Rubies and sapphires hung from my neck, tied around dozens upon dozens of Talismans. I recognized the Primal Talisman among them, of course, along with several of the ones I’d looted from dead Atlanteans along my road of conquest. But there were so many of them. Some were in styles I’d never even imagined, truly looking like something crafted by alien hands. As I reached out for them, subconsciously grasping at my power, a flood of energy unlike anything I’d ever felt coursed through my body.

It made all the power I’d managed to accrue until this point feel pitiful in comparison. With these Talismans around my neck, I could conquer the entire world. Hell, I could travel straight to the Atlantean homeworld, beat them all into submission, and claim their wives.

And speaking of wives.

My trio of mates knelt before the throne, each with their heads bowed. I wasn’t sure if they were as surprised to find themselves in this place as I was, or if Natasha had prepped them beforehand in order to get them to go along with it. They certainly didn’t look disturbed.

Behind them stood dozens upon dozens of women. Alien women.

In a flash, I realized where I was. Where this had to be. It was the people that did it—not my mates, but the many, many women standing in my court, ready at my beck and call to wait upon me hand and foot.

Every single one of them had a trace of those impossibly gorgeous, regal features I saw in the face of Natasha Perkov.

This was Mu.

And that made me the Autarch.

I gasped, holding onto myself by a thread. Was this a vision of the past Natasha had thrust us into, or was it an extrapolation of Mu’s future if I took the throne? Both sounded damned seductive.

Natasha told me all of this was true, I thought, even if it’s not real. Fuck, I wish I knew what she meant by that…

A woman who could have been Natasha at eighteen stepped forward, carrying a golden horn with a pennant draped from the hilt. She blew it once, sharply, producing a quite pleasing sound, then indicated the trio of women kneeling before me.

“My Lord Autarch,” the woman said smoothly. She had one hell of a voice, which made me think the person I was supposed to be had hired her just to have her use it as often as possible. “These three are the prisoners we captured from the Atlanteans. We’ve had them prepared and brought before you, just as you commanded.”

A murmur of assent traveled through the crowd. Everyone appeared to be waiting for me to say or do something. Better figure out what it is quick, I thought. Certainly don’t want them to turn against their Autarch.

“Of course you have,” I said. “Did they… resist at all?”

The woman cocked an eyebrow. “They understood their place,” the blonde said, a faint smirk spreading across her face. “Each of them is a princess, my Autarch. They will make excellent breeding stock for my lord.”

At the words breeding stock, Sophie, Amanda, and Melissa shivered with lust.

“Of course,” I said, looking around the room. “I shall… take them to my quarters at once.”

Polite laughter greeted this proclamation. Somehow I got the impression I’d said the wrong thing, but these strange women were more than willing to grant me whatever leeway I needed. They doted on their Autarch, treating him like a living God. I knew I could command that cute blonde, or any of the women in the room, to come up to the throne and ride me and they’d do it without a second thought.

“The Autarch is in a joking mood,” the blonde said, taking Amanda Simmons by the shoulders. “Perhaps he will be merciful with you Atlantean scum! Or perhaps not!”

She shoved Amanda down to the floor. The good doctor went face down, ass up, assuming the position as if it were her natural state.

But I saw red.

I couldn’t stop myself—I sprang from my seat. “Keep your fucking hands off her!” I roared.

The blonde shrank back, dropping her fancy horn with the pennant on it. Murmurs of terror tingled through the court, everyone except the trio of women kneeling before the dais looking frightened by what I might do.

The woman stared down at her hand, trembling. “Of c-c-course, Autarch. I am so sorry!” In a flash, the blonde dropped to her knees between Amanda and Sophie, whimpering. “I deserve to be punished right along with the traitors, my lord! I will accept whatever you wish to do to me!”

Punishment? Suddenly I understood.

My eyes rose to the ornate tapestries covering the walls. Most rulers would have adorned their throne room with scenes of battle, of victorious struggle over one’s enemies. And perhaps the Autarch did have a room like that somewhere within his palace of Mu, but it wasn’t this room.

This room had a different purpose.

Each of the tapestries showed me what that purpose was. In all of them, the Autarch was surrounded by horny, needy women. Queens and Valkyries acted like shameless whores, groveling naked for the privilege of being speared by his god-cock. Several of them showed the Autarch with whips and chains, his women in terrible bondage as he ‘punished’ them prior to adding them to his harem. I could tell the Autarch was a man with thousands of concubines, more than he could count.

That was why all these women had gathered here. They’d come to watch me punish the Atlanteans—to break them, then add them to the ranks of those who worshiped me.

Was this what Natasha had wanted me to see? Was this her promise for what I could become if I kept my promise and restored Mu to its former glory?

Another woman, this one a dark-haired beauty who reminded me more than a little of Valetta, stepped forward from the crowd. “Prepare the prisoners for the Autarch’s pleasure!” the woman hissed, picking up the pennant the blonde woman had dropped. “And he’ll decide what to do with you.”

Servants came and began disrobing my mates. In marked contrast to the women the Autarch had done this with in days gone by, my women neither cried nor protested as they were stripped bare. They trembled with naked lust, their eyes burning with love and devotion as they looked upon me on my throne.

Somehow, no one in that great chamber seemed to notice. I realized that to them, they were seeing Atlantean princesses—that this was a scene from the Autarch’s distant past. No matter how much my women moaned and writhed, coming helplessly for me, these alien women would see wicked Atlanteans being punished.

Something dark and primal had unfurled within me at this scenario—something that, now that it had been wakened, did not want to go dormant within me once more. The Primal Talisman thrummed against my chest, beating a tattoo against my ribcage so loudly that it shook the other ornaments around my neck.

I found this blonde woman interesting—not in the least because she looked so much like Natasha Perkov. I decided to find out more about her. My finger crooked in her direction, one eyebrow raising in the direction of the servants.

“Bring her to me,” I said, meaning the blonde.

Two women more gorgeous than any supermodel picked the blonde woman up from either side and carried her up the dais. She slumped over, as if she were frightened out of her wits—or she’d fallen into an erotic frenzy. One of the servants slapped her, and she straightened up.

“You were very rude to me,” I mused. “What’s your name?”

The woman’s bottom lip trembled. “My name is s-s-Sasha, Autarch.”

“Sasha.” I ran the name over my tongue, tasting it the way I longed to taste the woman herself. “You remind me of someone, Sasha. Someone who I like fucking very, very much.”

The woman shuddered with delight, her face contorted with fear and desire. “I do?”

“Mmh hmm.”

“I will serve you however you desire, Master,” the woman named Sasha said, looking like she couldn’t believe her luck. “My body is yours. My fertility is yours. All I yearn for is to worship you, to take your cock and feel your seed deep inside me…”

“There’ll be time for that later,” I said, a flash of inspiration hitting me. Who knew the proper protocol for this event better than Sasha? “First, you’re going to aid me. With the ritual.”

“The ritual, Autarch?” Sasha’s eyes grew as wide as saucers, her gaze traveling over the three stripped, dripping wet women kneeling before me.

“You’re going to help me punish them,” I said, pulling the blonde into my lap. “You’re going to come up with your most exquisite, humiliating punishments for these three princesses. Then you and I are going to punish them. And do you know what I’m going to do after that?”

The moment she’d been placed in my lap, the blonde began to mewl and grind herself against me ceaselessly.

“What, Autarch?” she asked. She sounded like she wouldn’t care what it was, as long as she got to stay near me.

“I’m going to use the cleverest and most painful ones on you,” I teased, giving her a smack on the ass.

“Yes, Autarch!” the girl groaned, writhing in my lap.

“Bring forth the implements of punishment!” I commanded.

It was a lucky guess. And it turned out to be right.

A large door in the back of the throne room opened, admitting a half-dozen women wearing nothing more than translucent, shimmering scales that were totally see through. Between them they carried a deep mahogany box, large enough for all three of the women kneeling before me to fit inside with room to spare for Sasha. I couldn’t even imagine what would be inside.

“Bring it here,” I said, pointing at the chaise lounge. “I’ll punish each of them one at a time.”

I sensed that the form of the ritual still had to be followed here. Just like in the subterranean pool, I needed to unite with each girl, one after the other. After each, I’d bestow one of the Talismans upon them. Even here, in the ancient kingdom of Mu, I could tell which Talismans were foreign and which crackled with David Martin’s power. Mine had a whole different feel to them: a feel that was newer, that buzzed with the energy of youth. The Talismans belonging to the Autarch were old. So old that the stones of the palace surrounding us seemed youthful and new in comparison.

The servants placed the box next to my throne. One of the servants leaned down and opened the box. Dark velvet lined the interior; several things within caught my eye. Whips, riding crops, a cat o’ nine tails inlaid with precious gems—all were represented, and all had been cleaned and polished to a mirror shine.

But when my hand reached for the box, my fingers went for the strange thing laying in the center. I drew it out, looking up and down its length, wondering at what I’d found.

It was a scepter—a golden scepter, with a sapphire the size of the robin’s egg at the apex. Tendrils of gold wrapped around that jewel, forming ridges that were certainly suggestive of the purpose the implement was to be used for. As I grabbed it, I felt two small buttons further down, placed in the perfect spots for my fingers.

I thought I had a good idea of what to do with this. But I wanted to be sure—so I decided to see what Sasha could do.

“First prisoner, step forward,” I said, pointing the scepter at Melissa Carter.

The spider shifter ascended the dais without a moment’s hesitation. A nasty, eager look filled her face, making her look like my own personal Harley Quinn as she preened before the throne.

“Gosh,” the shifter purred, her violet eyes alight with need. “I didn’t mean to rebel against you, Autarch! Please don’t hurt me—well, not any more than you have to…”

That round, gorgeous booty of Melissa’s was just aching to be spanked. If I didn’t need Sasha to make sure I kept the ritual on its proper track, I would have abandoned everything and savaged it myself.

Instead, I handed the rod to Sasha. “Such an eager, obedient little princess,” I said, looking the nude spider shifter up and down. “Show me how you would use this on her, Sasha. Remember: whatever you do to them, I’m going to do to you later.”

She took the scepter from me, trembling. “Yes, my lord.” She strode over to Melissa.

Without ceremony, Sasha slid the sapphire between Melissa’s thighs. She pushed one of the two buttons on the side, and a pulse of magic erupted from the oblong jewel. The tines wrapped around it began to vibrate, the aura of magic pulsing against Melissa’s womanhood.

The effect on my spider shifter was instant and extreme. “Oh fuck!” Melissa gasped, tossing her head back as Sasha used the scepter to expert effect on her pussy. “Oh my god that feels so good, Autarch! Ah, I can’t believe all these other women are watching me get off in front of you! That’s so bad—!”

To my great surprise, Sasha removed the scepter from between Melissa’s legs and smacked her across the ass with it. As she did, she pushed the second button on the device’s hilt.

The jewel turned from sapphire to crimson in a single heartbeat—and went from pure pleasure to agonizing pain.

Every muscle in Melissa’s body clenched as the scepter’s jewel smacked her round, delectable booty. Her face contorted at the pain coursing through her, and her tongue lolled from the side of her mouth. For a moment, only the whites of her eyes could be seen.

“You are only to speak to the Autarch when spoken to!” Sasha growled, showing a surprising vehemence. “Atlantean bitch!”

It took several moments for Melissa to once again be capable of speech. Part of me hoped she’d have the common sense to stay quiet, but the greater part of me knew there was no keeping my crazy-ass spider shifter from saying whatever she wanted.

“Unnnnngh!” Melissa panted, juice dripping down her bare thighs. “Fuck yeah, do it again! Hurt me more, you slut!”

Shock pierced Sasha’s angry expression. Then the rage reasserted itself, and she began striking Melissa in earnest.

Each smack with the scepter brought immense pain, which Melissa rode like it was the sweetest pleasure. Her soft pink folds glistened with juice, quivering and clenching as they boiled over. By the time Sasha began to tire, the dark-haired spider shifter had left a puddle on the dais between her legs. From the way she moaned and writhed, she wasn’t even close to done.

“Careful,” I told Sasha, a faint smile tugging at the corner of my mouth. “Whatever you do to them, I do to you. Do you really want me to treat you roughly, Sasha?”

All at once, she came back to herself. “Present the prisoner for the Autarch,” the blonde grunted, gritting her teeth. “From the swelling in his robes, he’s more than ready to break the bitch.”

Ha! I liked Sasha’s spunk. She could see how turned on I was. I nodded as two servants lifted Melissa from her perch and set her down on the chaise lounge. The spider shifter winced as her bruised ass hit the soft, plush fabric, but she didn’t cry out in pain. Just pleasure.

“Gorgeous,” I said, shaking my head as I disrobed. Dozens of courtly women gasped in unison as my fancy uniform sank to the ground, revealing the nude, muscled body of the Autarch. My cock stood out like a ramrod from my body, stiff and dripping with pre-cum. “She hurt you, princess. And you liked it, didn’t you?”

“Fuck yeah I did!” Melissa had the wildest look I’d ever seen on a woman. Her tongue lolled from her mouth, occasionally licking her lips with anticipation. “That’s the only way to get fucked, Master! Love ain’t real if it doesn’t leave bruises!”

I straddled her on the couch, pressing the head of my throbbing cock into her slit. Then I grunted and flipped her around, putting her on her hands and knees instead. Her gorgeous pale skin was marred with red marks, her dark hair flowing on either side of her head like a midnight river.

“Watch,” I commanded the spider shifter, aiming her gaze at the dais where the other two vessels waited. “We’re both going to enjoy the show!”

I punctuated it with a spank right where Sasha had been the most cruel, making her scream with mingled pain and pleasure. Before she could recover, I thrust forward, burying my prick hilt-deep inside of her tight, primed womanhood. With her legs close together, it made her channel even tighter—I could bottom out inside of her, but only with a serious effort.

The best part of this position, though, was how it hit Melissa. Every slap of my thighs against her bruised backside and hips brought more pain, made her grunt and groan in sheer, wanton bliss. None of my girls got off on the rough stuff like Melissa—she was a true freak that way, loving the pain almost as much as she loved being fucked.

Tearing my gaze away from her gorgeous body was hard, but I did it. “Well?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow in Sasha’s direction. “Start priming the second princess, servant. Unless you’ve lost your nerve?”

Sasha decidedly had not. The blonde took one look at Dr. Simmons and grabbed her by the shoulder, hauling her roughly onto the dais. I could see the looks of anticipation and pleasure on the faces of the spectating women—everything was going as it was supposed to. The princesses being punished, and their lord and master’s lust sated with their perfect bodies.

Every thrust into Melissa’s tight, perfect snatch felt like heaven itself. Her body trembled beneath mine, shuddering across the chaise lounge as we both watched Sasha turn her attention to Dr. Simmons. Amanda looked far more fearful than Melissa had to be savaged by that scepter, its sapphire tip already pulsing with the ancient thrum of Mu magic.

But perhaps Sasha was thinking of my promise—to do to her what she did to my mates. With a flick of her wrist, she inverted the power flowing through the ancient artifact, turning it from a deep crimson back into its normal, sapphire blue state.

Amanda groaned as Sasha ran the gem up and down her body. My servant knew exactly how to display a woman—she thrust the tip between Amanda’s pert breasts, ran it between her legs and across her supple ass. In no time at all, the blonde scientist was groaning and whimpering with bliss, only the whites of her eyes showing as she tried and failed to master the growing tidal wave of pleasure within her.

“Pleasure is no easier to resist than pain,” Sasha said with a fierce smile. Without warning, she grabbed Amanda’s hair, forcing her to look upon the couch and what I was doing to Melissa. “Look at him, slut. Look at how he ravages your fellow princess! Does it look like she’s having fun?”

“Yesss,” Amanda gasped, the sound like steam leaving a boiling kettle. “Fuck, please fuck me like that, Autarch! I want to be your vessel so badly! Make me a Primal!”

I thrust harder between Melissa’s legs, pounding her doggy like the world was ending. The spider shifter felt the change in me, the way I swelled even bigger and harder inside of her channel, and she could no longer hold herself back. Her groans changed in volume and tenor, her back arching like a bow as she rode out her pleasure. Her walls gripped me madly as she went over the edge, slumping bonelessly to the couch as fireworks exploded inside of her fevered, oversexed mind.

I slapped Melissa’s ass as I reached my own climax. Orgasm had made her even wetter and tighter, turning her into the perfect little sheath for my thick, throbbing cock. No man who’d ever lived could hold back his load thrusting into that perfect slit.

One more hard thrust and my vision exploded with stars. I barely even heard Amanda Simmons cry out in her own orgasm as I shot, thick ropes of come splashing against Melissa’s inner walls. I unloaded inside of her, my balls pulsing in time with my rapid heartbeat as every drop of my load entered her.

Even as I came down from my peak, I kept my cock buried hilt-deep inside of her. Melissa told me she’d already gotten what she needed from me, but I wanted to be absolutely sure I’d bred the spider woman.

As we both panted and moaned, I reached for the clutch of Talismans around my neck. The three filled with David Martin’s Griffin energy pulsed differently than the rest—even if I’d been blind, I could have found the correct ones easily. I tugged one over my head and placed it around Melissa’s slender neck, pulling gently to give her the faint sensation of being choked as I shot a final jet of seed inside her.

Melissa took the amulet, caressing it like the greatest treasure she’d ever seen. “Thank you, Autarch,” the spider girl purred, grinning at me over her shoulder. “Thank you so much! I’m so happy to finally be with a guy who gets me, who isn’t afraid to throw me over his shoulder and drag me back to his cave the way it should be!”

I lifted Melissa off the couch and placed her on the dais next to the throne. The spider shifter understood the assignment instantly—she caressed the leg of my chair like it was a fat cock, panting and moaning and licking the metal as she watched the rest of the show. To anyone who watched, she looked like a brainwashed servant girl, completely subservient to her personal god. Only I knew the truth.

“Bring the next one here,” I said, pointing to the couch. Stains covered the luxurious cushions, making the elegant furniture look seedy as hell. “Give her to me now!”

Sasha cut Amanda down and practically threw her at me. I didn’t bother going doggy this time—Amanda wasn’t like Melissa, nowhere near as cracked as the spider shifter. She was probably the most ‘vanilla’ girl in my harem, despite her bi-curiousity, so I decided to fuck her in the most vanilla of positions—missionary.

I dragged Amanda’s ass to the edge of the couch and stared down at her. I lifted her legs onto my shoulders and thrust into her, squeezing her thighs to make her channel even tighter. Her long session of sapphire pleasure had left her as insensate as one of those over-the-top ahegao anime girls.

As I buried my prick hilt-deep in her again and again, pleasure coursing through me, I turned my attention to the third and final ‘vessel’ of the ritual. Sophie.

“Only use the sapphire with this one, Sasha,” I warned. “No pain. She’s pregnant with my child.”

To her credit, my servant didn’t question this. Even though to the female citizens of Mu, it would have been impossible for me to already have fertilized Sophie, they took all this as a matter of course. Probably their Autarch did impossible things all the fucking time, and this was just another one of those.

It thrilled me to think of a land where miracles were so commonplace.

“Th-thank you, Daddy,” Sophie purred, looking more worried than either Amanda or Melissa as my servant prepared the scepter. “I love you so much! You know that, right? You that I’m yours, and that I’m yours forever? No matter what you are, no matter what you do?”

I smiled. I did know that—it was written across my heart, the way the words of the prophets were once written across the stars—but it still filled me with pride to hear her say it.

“Of course, angel,” I said, my eyes on her even as I fucked Amanda’s brains out. “But do you want this?”

Sophie’s face lit up as she lifted her arms over her head and Sasha tied them. “I want this cute blonde to torture me with pleasure. I want you to watch it and get even harder while you fuck Mandy!”

My cock pumped like a piston between Amanda’s legs, producing wet squelching sounds loud enough for the entire court to hear.

Sophie whimpered, her eyes fluttering as Sasha ran the glowing sapphire over her taut belly.

I thrust deep into Amanda, hitting that special spongy spot along her back walls with every strike. I’d lost count of how many times she’d cum beneath me, but each time made her slick walls feel even better. Her soft ridges were going to bring another orgasm out of me, and I couldn’t wait to feel the release.

I couldn’t hold back any longer. I buried myself even deeper inside of Amanda, losing my rhythm and locking into a harder, more primal one as I hit the peak. I tossed back my head and roared like a hungry lion, the muscles standing out on my chest as I shot deep inside Amanda over and over again. Fireworks exploded behind my eyes as the dam burst, the release so sweet that I was nearly swept away.

“Oh god!” Sophie panted, riding the scepter the way she yearned to ride my cock. “You look so so fucking sexy when you cum inside another woman, Daddy! It makes my princess parts so hot and wet!”

As I came down from my peak, I found the second of the three Talismans and tied it around Amanda Simmons’s neck. She winked at me as I did it, as if this entire blissed-out performance had actually been for my benefit. Probably it had—she and Valetta had a way of planning out little games before our sex sessions, springing them on me like they’d just thought of them. I liked that most of the time, and I liked it even more now.

Amanda slithered to the dais and took up a place on the opposite side of the throne. With both her and Melissa caressing and licking the seat of my power, the two of them looked like one of those Heavy Metal paintings that were all the rage for horny young guys in the 1980’s. Except none of them had ever been as sexy as this.

Fuck the couch, I thought. With a grunt, I sat down on my throne and patted my thighs.

“Come here, babygirl,” I said, leaning back against the plush head cushion. “Come give that pussy to daddy.”

Sophie sprang away from her captor, leaving Sasha to stare in naked envy as she climbed into my lap. She straddled me smoothly, her brow furrowing for a moment as she decided whether she wanted to ride me facing front or reverse cowgirl.

“I want to look at you,” I said, making the decision for her. I ran my fingers through her long ash-blonde hair, using the strands as leverage to pull her onto my cock.

Rather than impale herself on me right away, Sophie rocked her hips in a slow, maddening circle, letting the crown of my cock touch every inch of her mound except the soft, pink folds deep within.

“Are you sure you have enough left for me?” she teased, drawing out that last word like she knew how insane it drove me to have her so close. “I just watched you drain your balls into two tight, willing sluts. Is there any hot, sweet cum left over for me?”

“Why don’t you try me and see?”

Sophie writhed with bliss, her pussy clenching around the crown of my cock, and finally—finally! —she lowered herself onto me.

I disappeared between her legs an inch at a time, juice trickling down my cock as I plundered her tight hole.

Even after spending myself inside two gorgeous, glorious babes, I could hardly believe how perfect and snug Sophie felt. Her walls gripped me like a glove, like the most wonderful embrace I’d ever experienced. Every time she slammed her hips down on me, impaling herself deeper on my cock, I grunted and groaned and lost control.

Soon the only sound in the court was the hard, slapping sound of skin on skin. Sophie and I fucked like there was nothing else in the world, staring deep into each other’s eyes as my other mates did their pornographic best on either side of the throne. My cock was harder and girthier than the pillars of the throne room, pummeling Sophie’s pussy so hard it was a minor miracle the crown didn’t erupt from her mouth on every stroke.

Finally she could take no more. She rocked back so far that she would have fallen on the floor, were it not for my hand on the small of her back. She cried out like a banshee, the sound echoing across the court. Her scream was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard.

“Oh god Daddy yes!” Sophie whimpered, her slick walls clenching around me. “That big cock of yours is going to make me cum…!”

I buried my face in her perky tits and wrapped my arms around her waist, holding her aloft like a little fuckdoll as I upthrust into her with powerful, driving strokes. Her body shook with each strike, sending her up the peak and into the stratosphere.

Sophie came like an earthquake, a fucking ten on the Richter scale. Magic flowed from both of us as the ritual reached its climax, the shimmering ocean through the windows glowing like a midnight sun.

My orgasm began before Sophie’s was finished. With a hard, primal grunt, I buried my cock as deep inside of her snug slit as I could and let go, erupting like a geyser inside of her gorgeous princess pussy. A moment later, she was fuller than full. I didn’t shoot so much as I sprayed, going off like Old Faithful as I upthrust into her heavenly tightness.

Seed dripped from her overfilled pussy, coating the floor in its glaze. Without a moment of hesitation or shame, the two mates I’d already fertilized and bestowed Talismans crawled before the throne, lapping it up like hungry cats with a bowl full of cream. The sight was so fucking hot that I came a second time, pulling out of Sophie and unloading all over her thighs and the swell of her mound.

Once I was down from my peak, I laid back against the throne and closed my eyes.

A warm, wet mouth closed around my cock. When I opened my eyes, Amanda Simmons was sucking me off, an eager glint in her eyes as she slurped and gagged around my cock. Sophie and Melissa lay across the dais, sharing my load between them as they cleaned each other off. The third and final Talisman lay between Sophie’s perky tits—I didn’t even remember giving it to her, but I must have in the haze of pleasure.

Slowly, I lifted my gaze to the court. Every woman in that great hall knelt to me. To the Autarch. To their god-emperor.

This is what you could have, a little voice whispered on the inside of my skull. All you have to do is be man enough to take it, Nick.

A final little present from Natasha Perkov, no doubt.

At some point during the ritual, Sasha had undressed. Now the blonde knelt before the throne, her head bowed in a posture of submission. The scepter lay at her feet, the sapphire gem’s glow diminished but ready to go again at any time.

“Rise,” I commanded, meaning the words for Sasha and Sasha alone.

Somehow the substance of that was communicated to the rest of the court. The servant stood up, trembling, looking at what my power could do. In her gaze I saw terror and lust co-mingled, her desire to be fucked and bred like the ‘Atlantean princesses’ warring with the fear of how my cock might change her.

“Girls,” I said, gesturing at my three new Primals. “You remember what Sasha did to you, right?”

They did. Fierce looks of pleasure shone in their eyes.

“Let’s get this party started,” I said, gesturing with a single finger. “It’s time for you to be punished, Sasha. A punishment so deep, and so pleasurable, that your line will bear it forever.” The words tumbled out as I said them, appearing in my brain. “From now on, you and all your descendents will be trained in the arts of pleasure. You’ll be primed and ready to serve the Autarch forever—to give him exactly the pleasure he deserves.”

Sasha looked oddly pleased by this arrangement. And eager to begin.

“Yes, lord,” she said, bowing her head.

Was she Natasha Perkov’s mother? Grandmother? Great-grandmother? I had no way of knowing. Just like I had no way of knowing whether this scene had actually happened in Mu’s history—that a man from the future had occupied the body of the Autarch, performing a ritual in the middle of the court that altered the Perkovs’s lives and fortunes forever. Had I made Natasha my perfect sex partner ages before, mandating her training before she’d even been born?

I wasn’t sure. Natasha told me all of this was true—even if it wasn’t exactly real.

For now, I smile at the gorgeous blonde servant. “Let the training begin.”

And eager as hell, my three Primals strode forward, the scepter shared between them.


Chapter 21

I couldn’t tell how many hours my girls and I pleasured Sasha. By the time we were done, the blonde was a quivering mess of need, swearing to her Autarch and the entire court that she’d serve me forever in whatever capacity I demanded. Before the ritual dissolved, I knew she’d pass the training on to her descendents, breeding a perfect line of sexual servitude for the Autarch. One that just might have included Natasha Perkov herself, centuries down the line.

Was it true? Was it real? I don’t know. I just know that at some point, I opened my eyes and saw a thin wisp of white smoke pouring through the hole in the top of the tent. It was late, and all the stars had come out. The darkness lay speckled with points of light—more than enough to illuminate the tent’s interior.

My mates lay snoozing on the carpeted floor, naked and blissed out. Sophie lay nearest to me, her luscious breasts covered in a thin sheen of sweat as her shoulders slowly rose and fell.

Each of my three mates wore a Talisman around their necks, a Talisman that now seemed as natural a part of their bodies as their arms or legs.

The ritual was complete.

A few moments later I realized that I too was naked. Natasha had taken the liberty of leaving some comfortable looking sleeping clothes in a pile near the tent’s flap, and I made my way over while trying not to wake any of my mates. I needn’t have worried—after their big adventure in the Kingdom of Mu, they were exhausted.

I dressed in the darkness. My phone and my watch lay in the pocket of the pants, informing me it was a few hours before sunrise. I’d slept after my time in Mu, which was a good thing. I needed the rest before the main event.

Sleep still tugged at my eyelids. The night was brisk and chilly, exactly what I needed to revive me and get me ready for our assault on Area 51. I decided to take a quick walk around the plateau, work my muscles and get my mind clear. A little exercise and a dash of cold sounded like just the ticket.

I picked my way over Amanda and Melissa, their arms and legs intertwined as they snoozed. As quietly as I could, I pulled down the zipper and opened the tent flap. A blast of cold air entered the tent, making my mates shiver in their sleep, so I closed it behind me as quickly as I could and stepped out into the night.

Someone was waiting for me.

A figure sat next to the dying embers of the fire, poking them with a long stick. It was clear she’d been sitting there for some time, just waiting to see when I’d rise. If it had been me making the approach, I would have entered the tent and made my offer to the target directly. But that wasn’t how my visitor did things.

Yulia Koschei had far better diplomatic skills than that.

Her eyes flashed in the darkness, turning to me the moment I was free of the tent. Like me, I could tell that Yulia had no problem seeing in the dark. Even though the embers of the fire cast near to no light, she knew every contour of my body as well as I knew hers.

What the fuck was she doing here?

“I was wondering when you would wake up,” the daughter of Alexei Koschei said with a faint smile. “I assumed you would be the last one to rise—that you were the sort of man who allowed your mates to get up early and prepare the day for you. What a surprise to see you out and about first.”

“I like to get a walk in sometimes,” I told the redhead with a shrug. “I don’t get a lot of time to myself these days.”

“Clearly,” Yulia purred. She glanced from the ritual tent to the much larger one on the opposite side of the plateau, where the rest of my mates had bedded down for the night. I knew it was fully occupied, and that one or two of my women had probably elected for the less-crowded confines of the white van parked a short distance away. “You’ve got quite a few women following you now, Prime. A whole clan of them.”

I didn’t have time to bother with Yulia’s niceties. “Walk with me,” I said, extending a hand.

She hid her surprise well, but I could tell this wasn’t what she’d expected. “I thought you wanted to be alone,” the redhead said in a small voice, crossing her arms beneath her breasts.

“You’re already here. And I’d rather move while I hear whatever it is you’ve come to say. If I sit down on one of those logs, I’m going to be all stiff by the time I rise.”

The double entendre wasn’t lost on Yulia. Nor was my realization that, after sexually torturing three ‘Atlantean princesses’ in the midst of Natasha’s ritual, I was now about to walk the night with the real deal.

“Fine,” Yulia purred, smirking as she rose to her full height. The top of her head only came up to my shoulders—she was a tiny thing, which only put me more in mind of the things the Autarch would have done to her as a prisoner in his court. “I could use the warming up anyway, Prime.”

The two of us set off. The night was cold and clear, the light of the stars and the moon more than enough to see the path in front of us. I wished I had some hot coffee to warm me up even further, but a pulse or two from the Primal Talisman every now and then was more than enough to banish the chill.

I walked fast, but Yulia had no trouble keeping pace. The Atlantean’s long legs moved with sinuous grace across the rocky ground, strutting her stuff like she was on a catwalk in Milan or Paris rather than the middle of the desert. She caught me looking and flashed a knowing smile, like she knew exactly what effect she had on me.

“I heard about your fight on the Vegas Strip,” Yulia said as preamble. “My father’s in a rage. David Martin was one of his chief lieutenants, and a true asset to the Atlantean organization. His death will be keenly felt by Alexei and his inner circle.”

“Good.” I shrugged. “Did you hear how Martin was killed?”

Yulia’s lips twisted in a wicked moue. “My father’s been trying to keep it under wraps, but yes. Supposedly you didn’t lay a single finger on the man himself to bring him down. You let three of your mates do the work—mates who each have a Talisman of their own. Is that right?”

Yulia walked alongside me as we made our way through the scrub. The tents Natasha and the rest of the girls set up looked like toys at this distance. I hadn’t realized how fast we were moving.

“That’s right,” I told Yulia. “We’re strong enough now to take down a chief Atlantean without me having to do a thing.”

A tremor passed through the redhead’s lithe body at that. “I won’t lie, that’s a total turn-on,” she purred, nibbling on her bottom lip. “To command that kind of power so casually… you’re not like other men, Prime. You’re better than them.”

I slid a hand around Yulia’s waist, making it feel like the most natural thing in the world. “I am,” I said simply. “I’m glad you’ve finally decided to accept that, Yulia. What else of mine have you come here to accept?”

For a moment, I thought Yulia Koschei would throw me to the ground and mount me, right then and there. I would have let her, too—taken her beneath the stars, with no less ceremony than the ritual we’d completed in the tent. But the redhead held herself back, with an inhuman level of control.

“No,” she said, sounding like she was trying to convince herself rather than me. “No, I can’t. Not until Alexei is dead, and I sit Atlantis’s throne. Then you’ll have everything you want, Prime.”

My eyes smoldered in the early morning light. “I already have everything I want, Yulia.”

Yulia Koschei’s gaze traveled to the pair of tents atop the plateau. Heedless to the conversation we were having, my clan slept on, their bodies getting some much-needed rest before the attack on Area 51. Her eyes narrowed, and I could feel the frustration in her stance.

“Which tent is that Mu bitch sleeping in?” Yulia hissed, unable to keep the envy from her voice. “Did you fuck her before she passed out, Prime?”

I chuckled at that. “She’s in that one,” I said, pointing at the tent that hadn’t been used for the ritual. “And no. I was busy performing another ritual. Three more of my girls have Talismans now.”

Yulia gasped at that, no doubt picturing the power I now commanded. “Primals,” she whispered, shaking her head. “A power that we haven’t had to contend with for thousands of years. My father is angrier about that than he is about David Martin.” Her lips twisted in a wicked grin. “I suppose you’ve heard the bad news about me.”

“You said your dad tried to have you arrested.”

“That. And worse. I’ve been disinherited,” Yulia said, her tone robbing the words of their seriousness. “My father has forbidden me to join any of Atlantis’s councils, or to board the Rishathra when the time comes. I think he’s finally realized what a threat I am to him.” She sighed. “Better late than never, I suppose.”

“And are you?” I asked, looking down at her. “A threat, I mean.”

Yulia rolled her eyes at that. “You have no idea. I’m about to single-handedly bring down his whole regime, Prime. And you’re going to help.”

We walked on in silence for a bit after that. I chewed her words over, trying to figure out the angle in them. With Yulia, there was always an angle.

It took a bit for me to see the look in her eyes for what it was. When Yulia looked at the tents on the plateau, her eyes might have narrowed a bit at the thought of me taking Mu’s scion to bed. But what she really felt, deep down in her heart of hearts, wasn’t anger at Natasha. It was jealousy.

Yulia wanted to be where Natasha was. With me and mine, a mate and a member of my clan.

“Why should I help you?” I asked, not angry but genuinely curious.

Yulia made a face. “Because if you don’t, you’ll never infiltrate Area 51,” she said, gesturing out toward the horizon. “Don’t bother denying it—I know that’s where you’re headed. There’s nothing else out here.”

I didn’t bother insulting her intelligence by doing so. “I’ve got six Primals on my side,” I told the Atlantean instead. “All that even before touching my Chimera form. I took down David Martin without breaking a sweat, Yulia. I know he’s your father, but what makes you think he’s going to be any different?”

Yulia had already begun shaking her head. “Area 51 is the most well-defended fortress in the world,” she explained, stopping her walk to point over the horizon. “It’s the centerpiece of my father’s plans. The Atlanteans have made it their power base for decades, secretly working on the precursor projects necessary to build the Universal Deconstructor. Even before the Roswell legends, Atlanteans have been living and working there.”

Interesting. “It’s the Big Kahuna,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “One tough nut to crack, in other words.”

Yulia smiled. “The toughest. But I can get you in, Prime. I know how to break past my father’s safeguards. His security system will be putty in my hands as soon as you can get me to one of the base’s terminals.”

I won’t lie—I’d been more than a little worried about the exact scenario Yulia had just laid out. Despite my power and my outward projection of confidence, I had the feeling more than just brute strength would be needed to gain entry to the Atlanteans’s secret base. Having Yulia on my side, a woman who knew exactly how Area 51 was laid out and how it was protected, would be a major boon to the attack.

Assuming I could afford her price, that is.

“I’d love to have you by my side when we take Atlantis down,” I told Yulia, meaning it sincerely. “I appreciate you offering the help.”

A knowing look spread across the redhead’s gorgeous face. “You know that help doesn’t come for free, Prime.”

“Never said it would.”

“I want what I’ve wanted from the moment we met. I want you to say yes, Prime. Just that one little word, and I’m all yours.”

Yes to Yulia’s plans. It was a small word, true—but with a big effect. Despite everything we’d been through, I didn’t feel right putting Yulia on the throne of Atlantis. Deposing the father only to replace him with his own daughter felt like it would be little more than changing what word came before ‘Koschei’ on all the official nameplates.

It’s going to be no, I thought, looking Yulia up and down. What a wasted opportunity. I can tell she’s not going to budge on this, and neither am I. If only there was some way to convince her…

Well, maybe there was.

Maybe I could give her something she wanted almost as badly.

“Make me Queen,” Yulia purred, her hands straying achingly close to my belt, “and I’ll make you my King. Maybe not where Atlantis is concerned, but in the bedroom? I’ll kneel for you, baby.” She winked. “A Queen needs heirs, after all, and what better place to get them than from the cock of the most powerful shifter in the world?”

A tempting offer. So fucking tempting. The worst part was that I knew Yulia would give herself to me right here and now if I agreed. I could see her readying herself for it, preparing in her mind the sequence of sexual events with the highest probability of knocking my socks off and binding me to her as deeply as she’d be bound to me.

It was one of the hardest things I’d ever done to shake my head.

“No,” I told Yulia. “I’m not doing it your way. If there’s anything you know about me, it’s that I’d never agree to that.”

The redhead’s face fell. I could see the beginnings of anger brimming behind her eyes—no doubt the Atlantean had prepared to read me the riot act if I turned her down. Women like Yulia Koschei didn’t hear the word ‘no’ very often, and never when something this important was involved.

I didn’t want to hear it. “May I make you a counter offer?” I asked, as gallantly as possible.

Yulia looked wary, but under the circumstances there was really no downside to her hearing me out. She realized that just as well as I did.

“I suppose,” she said, giving me a sour expression. “I’ll hear you out, Prime. But if your offer doesn’t involve the throne of Atlantis, I’m not going to say yes.”

I shrugged at that. “The person who sits the throne doesn’t interest me. Honestly, once this is all over, I’m not sure there will be a throne.” I couldn’t help but think of Natasha’s vision, of me on the throne of the Autarch. Ruling everything, forever—or as long as a magically augmented human being could.

“That… is a fair point,” Yulia admitted. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, staring out at the twin tents in the distance. What would she look like, curled up between Mira and Sophie? Cute as hell, I’d wager. “You would abolish Atlantis entirely? That’s not what I had hoped for my people, Prime. Not all of us are as hellish as Alexei Koschei.”

“Right, but it’s all the same thing,” I said, feeling the spider within me pulse as I formed my points. “What you’re asking me to do is the same thing Atlanteans have been doing for centuries. Ruling from the shadows, operating behind the scenes and scheming. Ruling humanity with neither their knowledge or their consent.”

“That’s a little harsh—”

I raised a hand, cutting her off. “I’m not finished. Now you’re telling me you want to start a Golden Age—a Golden Age Atlantis could have given to humanity at any time they wanted, if only they’d really wanted to. Now you want to share your wealth and privilege with humanity? Now that your backs are against the wall, and total annihilation is the other option?”

I could tell Yulia Koschei had never thought of it that way before.

“You make… good points,” she admitted, looking a bit begrudging as she said it. “I never thought how this relationship must look to humanity as a whole.”

“A chain is still a chain,” I told the Atlantean. “Even if it’s very light and made of solid gold.”

Now, I thought. Push her. You’ve given her the stick, and now it’s time for the carrot. Dangle the possibility of something else she wants in front of her face, and she’ll give in.

“You can’t have the throne,” I told Yulia, sounding like a stern father addressing his bratty teenager. “But I can give you what you really want.”

Yulia drew herself up at that. “You presume to tell me what I truly desire?” she purred, her eyes narrowing. “I hope you are not about to tell me it’s worshiping at your feet, begging for scraps from my Master like a common bitch…”

I shook my head. “No, Yulia. What I’m offering you is revenge.”

The Atlantean stiffened. “Hmm? What makes you think I desire revenge, Prime?”

I laughed. “Isn’t it obvious?” I asked, looking Yulia up and down. “Very little of what I’ve seen you do makes any sense if you assume taking the throne of Atlantis is your eventual goal. You would have immediately dropped your panties and hitched your wagon to me if that was the case.”

Spots of color rose to Yulia’s cheeks. “That’s not true,” the Atlantean protested, looking more bratty than ever. “What if I was planning to betray you, big and bad Prime? Binding myself to you as a mate would remove my ability to work against you, and my whole plan would be ruined!”

“Right, but that isn’t your plan,” I told her, a smile tugging at the corner of my mouth. “And if what you wanted was the throne, it wouldn’t matter. If what you really gave a shit about was the throne of Atlantis, the smart play was to jump my bones in those undersea tunnels and ride me until I gave you that heir you keep talking about.”

The constant reminder of sex kept Yulia horny, even as she grew extremely defensive at the holes I poked in her story. “Okay,” she said, trying her best to look irritated. “If you’re so smart, then spell it all out for me. What’s my grand revenge plot, Prime?”

“Glad you asked,” I said, unable to keep the smile off my face. “What you really want, Yulia, what you’ve always wanted down deep in your bones, is revenge on your father.”

Before she could retort, I cut her off. “Let me finish. You can get vengeance on him, Yulia. I can tell that’s what’s really motivating you. You despise him, and everything he’s done to Atlantis. Hate him, even. And that’s why you won’t have sex with me, whether I joined up with your plan to take the throne of Atlantis or not.”

Yulia cocked one flawless eyebrow. “What does my father have to do with me having sex with the Prime?”

“Because,” I said with a triumphant grin, “then it wouldn’t be you, would it? You claim you won’t be bound to me, because it means you wouldn’t be able to betray me. But what it really means is that your father would be able to see it wasn’t you, Yulia. And you want it to be you who sinks the knife into his heart. You want him to know it was his own daughter who knocked him from his pedestal and took what belongs to her.”

The Atlantean was silent for a moment, but I could tell I’d impressed her. “You…” she murmured, her gaze rising to the stars for a span of heartbeats. Then she laughed. “You understand me better than I expected, Prime.”

“Join me. No, I won’t ask you to make love to me—not yet, and for the same reasons you didn’t want to do it before. When we face down Alexei Koschei, your father, I want him to see that you joined me of your own free will, no fucking required. And when he sees that you’re part of my clan, part of my harem without even being bound to me as one of my mates, do you know what he’ll think? When he realizes that his own daughter was the instrument of his downfall?”

Yulia Koschei looked as if Christmas had come early. Her eyes grew to the size of saucers, her jaw nearly touching the desert floor. “Good Lord, Prime,” she whispered, struck through with awe. “You’re savage…”

“Nothing could possibly hurt him more,” I concluded. “That’s why it’s what you’ll do. What we’ll do.” I thought it over one last time, adding one final promise: “And once it’s all over, and you and I have had a little private time to get to know each other’s bodies… I’ll think about how I plan to parcel up the world. And when I do, I’ll remember this—remember how you agreed of your own free will to join me. To trust me.”

Yulia stared at me for a long moment, poleaxed. Then the redhead tossed her head back and laughed into the sky, her long hair shimmering in the moonlight.

“You drive a hard bargain, Prime,” she said, wiping a tear of merriment from her eye. “There aren’t many men in this world who could convince a princess of Atlantis that she still needs to prove herself worthy. Perhaps you are the only one.” She gave me a long, appraising look, appearing to think over my offer.

I could see the wheels between her eyes, though. They’d long since stopped. She was in.

“Alright,” Yulia said, taking my hand. “I shall join you. And if you betray me, I’ll spend all of eternity cursing your name.”

“No worries of that,” I said, sliding an arm around the redhead’s waist. God, having her and Natasha in the same room together is going to be like trying to mix oil and water. I’ll be lucky if they don’t kill each other before I can bring Koschei down!

I could handle it, though. I had the talent, and I had the right people around me. Women I trusted with my life.

I led Yulia back across the desert, walking arm and arm beneath the moon.

“I suppose I’ll have to start getting along with Natasha Perkov,” the redhead said, sounding as if she could tolerate such a request if she treated it like a game. “I can’t really believe you’d elevate that Mu bitch above me, Prime. Even if you believe her to be on the side of good and the Atlanteans to be bad, I have so much more experience at ruling. The world would collapse with her in charge…”

“I haven’t made any decisions yet,” I reminded her. “You two will get along whether you like it or not. And I don’t think of either of you as fully good or fully bad.” I paused, remembering a face crying out in pain at the bottom of the Earth. “Both of you are hurting the Earth. Everyone is, even me. We have to stop it.”

It took quite a lot to make Yulia Koschei miss a step, but that did it. “You’ve seen it, haven’t you?” she asked.

I nodded. I didn’t want to speak of Gaia to her just yet—probably not until she was bound as my mate—but she already appeared to know something about it. Quite a bit, if I had to guess.

A new fear shone in Yulia’s eyes. “How did she look, Prime? How bad has her condition become?”

“I don’t have a basis for comparison,” I admitted, “but she looked bad. Like she’s been hurting for a long, long time.”

“She has.” Yulia looked as if there was something she’d been hiding from me, and now she wasn’t sure whether to say it out loud or not. “You’ve asked me to trust you, Prime, and so I shall. There’s something about Gaia you don’t know.”

My interest was piqued. “What?”

Yulia’s lips formed a tight little line. “The reason she hurts so. You know that my people keep thralls, yes? Humans who are drained continuously for the qualities we desire: health, good looks, things of that nature?”

I did. But Yulia couldn’t be suggesting what I thought she was suggesting.

“Gaia isn’t…” I trailed off, alarmed by the look on Yulia’s face. “She’s the Earth itself!”

Yulia nodded sadly. “And she is my father’s thrall. Alexei Koschei is in possession of a very important Talisman, Prime. One that allows him to drain power from the Earth itself. The greater part of Gaia’s harm comes from this draining process—he’s been doing it for centuries.” Even in the moonlight, Yulia looked ashen. “I do not think he will prove as easy a target to bring down as David Martin, Prime.”

What Yulia said horrified me.

“I’ll kill him,” I promised her. “Once you’ve gotten your revenge on that man, I’m going to obliterate him. And once I do, that Talisman is going in the fucking trash.”

A little smile lit up Yulia’s face at the news that I would destroy the Talisman rather than claim it for myself. “I am glad to hear you say that, Prime. You truly have exceeded my expectations…”

Soon we were back at the plateau.

“Wake up, everyone!” I said. “I have something to show you,”

Soon, women were streaming from the tents. The girls who left the ritual tent were sweaty, barely dressed, and looked like they’d enjoyed the kind of satisfaction women so rarely get in this world. The ones from the other tent looked more put together, but just as shocked to see me standing along the plateau holding onto the Atlantean redhead.

“Girls,” I said, presenting my new ally like a trophy. “I’d like you all to meet Yulia Koschei.”


Chapter 22

Dawn broke early over Area 51.

The sun was an angry smear on the horizon, its outline contorted by the extreme desert heat as my mates and I made our way to the target. Our van streaked over the sand, kicking up a cloud of dust as I gunned the engine over the dunes. There was little chance of sneaking up on the Atlanteans, true, but that didn’t matter much.

As my new friend Yulia had told me, they already knew we were coming.

Yulia rode shotgun, dressed in a camo uniform she’d been given by a couple of my girls in the non-ritual tent. The threads fit her like they were painted on, thanks to a little Atlantean magic. More of my mates rode in the back, with several capable of flight soaring over the vehicle, providing a lookout. All together we made a veritable phalanx, a sexy version of Seal Team Six with assassination on our mind.

Kill Alexei Koschei. Stop the Universal Deconstructor. Save the world.

From her perch in the passenger seat, Yulia Koschei gave me all the information she could about the base. “Most of it is underground,” she explained, leaning one elbow out the window as she gave sign language instructions to my airborne mates. “You’ll only be able to see a tiny part of it from topside, but even that small fraction of it is well defended.”

“Noted,” I said, both hands on the wheel. I was driving like a madman, but for once none of my mates would dare comment on it. This was the final countdown: the big show, where the Atlanteans and I fought over all the marbles. “Defended how, exactly?”

If I’d ever wondered about how much trust I could place in Yulia, I needn’t have worried. The redhead didn’t hesitate to spill her father’s juiciest secrets. “Proximity alarms, for a start,” she said, squinting into the distance. We hadn’t reached the actual gates of the base yet, but from the look on Yulia’s face it wouldn’t be far at all now. “That will alert the topside crew—the last time I was here, that numbered about a dozen soldiers. My father may have hired additional security to protect the base, but he likely won’t have bothered.”

“Really?” I asked, glancing over at the gorgeous redhead. “He wouldn’t hire more troops, even knowing I’m coming?”

Yulia scoffed at that. “My father knows enough to know it won’t make any difference,” she said, scanning the horizon as she spoke. “He saw what you and your mates did to David Martin. The only thing he’d be doing by purchasing more security is getting more people killed.”

That made sense to me. I hadn’t expected Alexei Koschei to be so pragmatic, but I supposed the long life of Atlanteans gave them a certain distance when looking at Earthly events.

“If that’s true,” I mused, holding onto the wheel, “then he should just come up to the surface and face me here and now. Wouldn’t that be a lot easier for everyone involved?”

A small smile tugged at the corner of Yulia’s mouth. “Oh no, that’s not his style at all. He wants to face you on his choice of ground—and he wants you to be as tired as he can make you before he does it. You’ll fight my father at the bottom floor of Area 51, Prime—in his inner sanctum. There, and only there, will this war finally end.”

I held onto the wheel and thought about that, the plume of dust rising behind me into the clear blue sky. I was still thinking about it when the glint of a chain link fence on the horizon caught my eye.

“There it is,” I said, my grip tightening. “Area fucking 51.”

It wasn’t much to look at—certainly less than I’d expected. Other than a couple of long, rectangular airplane hangars, Area 51 was little more than a three-story concrete building and a couple of guard towers. Nothing save the towers had any windows, keeping them completely closed to outside observers. It was far from the mythical science fiction mecca movies and TV shows had always made it seem—but if Yulia was right, all we were seeing was the tip of the iceberg. The real show was happening far below the Earth, in chambers where Alexei Koschei and the rest of the Atlanteans held total control.

As we approached the gates, Yulia pulled a blocky cell phone out of her pocket and began punching the buttons. I hadn’t seen one that old in a long time, and told her so.

“I made you a promise,” the redhead said with a smile. “I told you I’d get you inside, didn’t I?”

It took a few moments to understand what she meant. We were close to the base now, practically pulling up to its front gates, yet nothing had happened. No one had fired on us, no sirens sent their blistering call over the desert, and no one appeared to be in any state of alarm. In fact, I didn’t see anyone running around the base at all. It seemed totally deserted.

Felicia dropped from the sky, soaring a few feet above the ground as she rode next to the driver’s side door of the van. “Something’s wrong,” the hawk shifter squawked, her human voice box massaging the avian syllables into something I could understand. “They should be trying to stop us.”

“I’ve taken care of everything,” Yulia said with a smile. She held up the ancient cell phone, shaking it back and forth like a Christmas present about to be opened. “Just pull up to the front gate. My people will do the rest.”

I sincerely doubted that, but Yulia turned out to be as good as her word. As our van pulled up to the front gates, the chain link barrier rolled to one side with an electronic hum. The first barrier blocking our access to Area 51 had just been breached, and we hadn’t had to shed a single drop of blood—or even lift a finger.

“What the fuck?” I asked, looking around for what might have caused the sudden reversal in our fortunes. “I know you said your father wouldn’t bother hiring extra guards, but I can’t imagine he’d just let us walk right in the place…?”

“He wouldn’t,” Yulia Koschei said. She wore an impish smile, like she’d just played a really great joke and couldn’t wait to tell you all about it. “The reason my father hasn’t hired any extra guards, Prime, is because I made sure that he didn’t. I’ve approved the hiring and firing of all topside employees for the last two decades—it was one of my many responsibilities as one of my father’s assistants. He may have disinherited me, but loyalty still counts for something around here.”

As we rolled into the center of the complex, the door of the office-looking building opened. My airborne mates—the ones who hadn’t already landed, that is—chose now to touch down, bracing themselves for an imminent fight. But the man who stepped out of the building didn’t look like he was on the attack, despite the military uniform and the sidearm casually strapped to his hip.

Instead, he walked right up to the passenger door and opened it, bowing deeply as Yulia stepped out into the light. “Lady Koschei,” the man said, with as much reverence as if he were talking to his commanding officer. “It’s good to see you. Everything has been prepared.”

“Yulia?” This was getting stranger by the moment. “What the hell is going on?”

The redhead’s smile grew even wider. “It’s a revolution, Prime! My father is about to learn what the Soviets once did—that it’s when you no longer have the military on your side that the wolves appear at the door.” She gestured at the man in camo. “These men are mine, Prime. They will help you get into my father’s lab.”

Well well well. I’d expected fireworks, some bloodshed, maybe an explosion or two on our initial assault on Area 51. Instead, we’d made our way through the front gates and seized control of the surface without so much as a scratch.

Some men might have been disappointed by that. But I wasn’t. I knew that Alexei Koschei would never relinquish power without a fight. My mates and I would have plenty of fighting in store. More than enough to make up for a peaceful stroll through the front gates.

The man led me and my mates into the unmarked building, with myself at the head of the pack. Inside they’d set up a whole makeshift command station, with a large screen showing a wireframe map of the base’s interior. Harried looking interns ran around with coffee and donuts, parceling them out to anyone who asked. I grabbed a cup as the nearest one passed, though I nearly spit it out once I tasted it. Truly, truly awful stuff.

“As you can see, all primary entrances to the inner base have been sealed.” The man gestured at the wireframe map, pointing out several changes that had no doubt occurred recently. The whole thing made no sense to me—to my eyes it looked like an old Doom map that had glitched out halfway through loading—but Yulia evidently understood.

“Excellent work, Dmitri,” the Atlantean said, patting the man on the back. “And the security systems?”

The soldier’s face fell. “Your father reset all of the passcodes,” he said grimly. “We attempted to gain access to the inner lab’s subsystems, but were rebuffed. It seems that Koschei’s people have beefed up the digital security.”

Yulia swore. “Of course he has. Wonderful. Prepare yourselves for a fight, girls. And Prime. This is going to be a fierce one.”

I nodded. In truth, I’d expected nothing less.

“Explain this layout to me,” I said, gesturing at the big wireframe map. “None of it makes the slightest bit of sense from where I’m standing. How do we get to your father, and stop the Universal Deconstructor?”

Yulia had an answer for that. “The first ensures the second,” she said, rotating the map this way and that with a cursor embedded in the terminal. “My father is the only person on this planet who can activate the Universal Deconstructor. It’s keyed to his DNA and his alone. Kill him, and the threat is extinguished.”

Seems simple enough, I thought. “So where is he?”

Yulia rotated the wireframe map, twisting it onto its side to expose the darkened underbelly of Area 51. “According to security records, he’s in his private lab,” the Atlantean whispered, sounding more than a little put out by the revelation. “Fuck, that’s really not good.”

“What’s not good about it?” I asked. With the big mass of wires across the screen, it was hard to tell what was a hallway and what was a laboratory. “We can’t just ride an elevator to the bottom level and go apeshit all over your dad?”

“I’m afraid not.” Yulia frowned. “My father’s laboratory is at the bottom of this silo.” She pointed at a section of the map with a finger, and a moment later it lit up as if highlighted. “We can take an elevator directly to that sector, but we’ll have to pass through each individual level. Each section has only a single set of stairs leading up, as well as a separate set leading to the next level. They’re on opposite sides.”

“Huh?”

“You have to pass all the way through one floor to get to the next,” Yulia spat, looking pissed now. “There are three in total. My father’s is the furthest down.”

The man Yulia had called Dmitri perked up. “It’s like one of those maps you get at theme parks. Or a brochure. You fold it all up like a big ‘Z’, putting one side over top of the other.”

Mira laughed at that. “So we’re walking along the edge of someone’s pamphlet,” the tiger shifter growled, showing a hint of the sabertooth in her grin. “I assume we’re going to be shot at all the way?”

Yulia looked pale. “Floor one is an armory,” she explained, highlighting that floor so that it glowed a different color than the rest of the wireframe. “Stocked with men who are utterly loyal to my father—and incapable of seeing reason. Not like Dmitri here,” she added, clapping the nearby soldier on the back. “We won’t be able to talk our way through them. The only access pass that’s going to get us to the other side is tooth and claw.”

“Duly noted,” I said, wincing at the thought of so much bloodshed. “And this second floor?”

Stuck between the armory and Alexei Koschei’s personal lair, it looked like the peanut butter in a very messy sandwich. Yulia swallowed hard as she looked at it, her fingers moving slowly like she was reluctant to highlight that section of the facility.

“That is, ah, a Top Secret section of the base,” she said gingerly. Yulia shot a glance at Dmitri, as if unsure that a civilian should be hearing this part. “The things there are not intended for public consumption. Not even those who work topside knows what goes on down there.”

I didn’t really have time to worry about who had clearance to hear what. We had a fucking world to save, after all.

“Just spit it out,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m sure these guys have seen some pretty fucked up shit. What, was this level Dr. Ahriman’s personal playground or something?”

It made me shudder to think of the insane, broken Atlantean who’d once worked for Alexei Koschei. Unlike Koschei, Dr. Ahriman hadn’t just come to Earth on a crashed spaceship—he’d been born on the Atlantean homeworld, one of the few original inhabitants of the stars to be marooned on Earth when the Rishathra crashed. The man had only been at a fraction of his original power when I’d fought him, and he’d nearly killed me and my entire harem.

He’d also been deeply, unfathomably insane.

I expected Yulia to deny it with a laugh. When she didn’t, I started to get nervous.

“Not Ahriman, no,” Yulia said, her tone hesitant. “But other True Shifters have done experiments on that floor. Attempts to transform the local flora and fauna of your world into something more befitting Atlantis. An exercise in homesickness, you might say.” Yulia looked like she’d rather not say more. “We may be able to pass through without incident, Prime. And then again, we may not.”

“I’d prefer the stealthy approach. Assuming we can make that happen, of course.”

Yulia didn’t look particularly hopeful about that prospect. “We can try,” she said doubtfully. “But we should prime ourselves for a full frontal assault, my Prime.”

I understood what that meant. “Right,” I said, looking my mates over. “In that case, I have a couple of decisions to make.”

I thought fast, weighing the variables. Obviously we had the best chance of success over Alexei Koschei if we brought every last drop of power we had in our possession to bear. But there were certain things I wasn’t willing to part with—even when the fate of the world hung in the balance. It may have been a selfish way of looking at things, but it was my way. My clan would understand that.

“Sophie,” I said, nodding at her. “And Alison. You’re staying up here with the topside crew.”

Both of my mates looked as if they’d seen this coming, but they still weren’t happy about it. Alison grew pensive for a moment, thinking it over, then reached the same conclusion I had and nodded. Sophie, however, decided to protest.

For once, however, she didn’t sound like a brat. The furthest thing from it, in fact.

“I should be by your side,” she said fiercely, taking a position directly in front of me. The D-word didn’t pass her lips this time around—for once, she was thinking about the mission, not pet names. “I haven’t even had the chance to see my Primal form yet. Both Alison and I are Beastmages: there’s no telling what upgrades we might have gotten from the ritual—”

“If it comes down to it, you’ll enter the fight,” I told them both, hoping like hell it wouldn’t come down to that. “But I don’t want either of you risking yourselves unnecessarily. That’s an order.”

“But—”

“No buts,” I snapped, cutting off Sophie’s reply. “You think that by now, Alexei Koschei doesn’t know damned well that two of my mates are pregnant? You don’t think he’ll tell his goons to aim directly for the ones with my children growing in their bellies, to bring them down first to destroy the team’s morale?”

That stifled Sophie’s complaints right quick. Her mouth moved silently for a moment, then she nodded. “Okay,” she whispered, taking Alison’s hand. “We’ll stay up here and coordinate the assault.”

“You won’t be idle,” Yulia assured the two girls with a smile. “Dmitri, get everyone the microphones.”

The soldier grabbed a couple of assistants, who began handing out tiny earpieces to me and my mates. As soon as I put mine into the lobe, it sizzled with static—then I heard Yulia’s voice, doubled in my ear as clear as a bell.

“Testing? Testing. Good.” The Atlantean looked pleased. “You can hear me. Say something, Prime.”

“These are pretty cool,” I replied, tapping the little bead in my ear. “I think I’ve seen one of them before, though.”

The tiny, magically augmented earbud was a twin of the pearl Yulia gave me to put in the Primal Talisman. With these, my entire clan would be in contact with the topside base through the entire fight. Sophie and Alison would be able to guide us, warn us about any threats on the sensors—take command of the situation, in other words.

I didn’t relish the idea of staying up here and just watching the fight. I wanted to bathe in my enemies’s blood. Alexei Koschei and all of his sycophants were going to die today.

Once my mates and I had our command structure settled, Yulia accompanied us to the next phase of the fight. Soldiers split around us the way a rushing river breaks across a rock as we made our way toward the rear of the squat, featureless building. The atmosphere was sterile and military—the place smelled vaguely of disinfectant and gunpowder.

At the back of the room, a massive elevator waited. It looked like the sort of thing normally used to transport freight, except this morning it would be transporting us. It would definitely be large enough to bring me and the rest of my mates down to the armory.

But the size made me wonder what else it had been used to transport, under Alexei Koschei’s watchful eye.

The doors opened soundlessly, revealing a sterile white interior. Yulia paused before the threshold, goosebumps lifting on her gorgeous, pale skin. “This is really it,” she said, sounding as if she’d never really expected to be here. “Once we descend into the belly of the beast, there’s no turning back.” She looked at me, fear and wonder mingling in her eyes. “Are you ready, Prime?”

“I’ve been ready since the moment I put the Primal Talisman around my neck,” I declared, prompting knowing chuckles from my mates. “Take no prisoners, girls. They won’t show us any mercy—so we show them none in return!”

“The fate of the entire world is about to be decided down there,” Yulia added, her gaze raking the front row of my mates. “So fight fiercely. Fight like your lives depend on it. Because they most certainly do.”

Most of my mates were silent at that. But Mira snickered, her eyes flashing with merriment.

“Fuck that,” she growled, the aspect of the tiger showing more than usual on her beautiful face. “I’m going to fight like Nick’s life depends on it!”

We all laughed as the elevator door closed behind us. No one had laughed in that elevator in a long, long time.

“Let’s do this,” I said. “Here we go!”

We descended into the depths of Area 51, ready to fight our way to Alexei Koschei. The clan was fierce and ready, more than prepared for the carnage to come.

So ready, in fact, that none of my girls noticed one of them wasn’t in the elevator with us.


Chapter 23

As the elevator descended deep into the Earth, the mood among my clan turned serious. Felicia adjusted the feathers she’d tied into her hair—next to her, Valetta cracked her neck, tiny bits of sharp chitin appearing and disappearing between her fingers. My girls had been laughing and joking like co-ed sorority sisters only moments before, but now they tucked that part of themselves away. By the time we reached the bottom of the elevator shaft, they were all ready to kill.

“Stay behind me,” I said, cracking my knuckles. “At the start, at least. I have a feeling they’re going to be waiting for us as soon as this door opens.”

Beside me, Yulia Koschei stiffened. “I would say that is correct, my Prime.”

A few moments later, a helpful little ding let us know we’d reached our floor. I braced myself for what we’d find.

We all waited for the doors to open. In the calm before the storm, Felicia leaned in close to me, the tops of her breasts nearly spilling from the leather bustier she’d put on in anticipation of activating her new Primal hawk form.

“I just want you to know,” she whimpered, nibbling her bottom lip, “that my pussy has literally never been as wet as it is watching you right now.”

“Oh, I know,” I said. “Would that I could do something about that right now, Felicia.”

“As soon as this fight is over,” the model purred. “The moment we’ve beaten Alexei Koschei, I want to be the first girl to give you your congratulations. I want to be the next member of the clan to have your baby—”

The doors opened soundlessly onto a dark, cold warehouse. A dozen red lights peered through the gloom, aiming for the vitals of myself and my mates.

“CONTACT!” a voice yelled with military precision. “Take them down!”

No time to respond to Felicia. I charged.

The Primal Talisman erupted with power, blazing like a bonfire across my chest as I activated my Chimera Form. Bullets pierced the air as the soldiers opened fire, the lead slugs pinging off the armored plates already forming across my arms and legs. I felt each impact as a searing pain, like a nail puncturing my flesh. Later, they would hurt like hell.

But for now, sheer adrenaline powered me.

In the past, I’d held back as best as I could when fighting security forces. I’d reasoned that it wasn’t their fault they were on the wrong side—they were just doing their jobs, what they’d been paid to do. But that no longer applied here. Each of these men had chosen to arm themselves and hole up with a madman, helping him fulfill his world-destroying ambitions.

I intended to make this facility Alexei Koschei’s tomb. And all of these soldiers would lie in the grave right along with him.

My fingers lengthened into a clutch of scythes, each one a miniature twin of Valetta’s sharpened locust arms. Moving on instinct, I slashed through the nearest soldier, the tips of my blades cutting through his body armor and sinking into flesh.

One down, a little voice whispered in the back of my brain. First blood has been shed!

Pure animal rage animated my movements. With an ear-splitting roar, I lifted the wounded man off of the ground, blood spraying from his wounds like a punctured water balloon. As bullets slammed into his dying body, I tossed him into the frontline of soldiers, knocking two men with high-powered rifles off their feet.

My vision turned red. These men weren’t just trying to shoot at me—they were aiming at my mates. Firing bullets at the women who meant more to me than anything in the world. They tried to hurt what was mine!

They couldn’t possibly have made a bigger mistake.

I twisted at the waist, animal forms shifting beneath my skin faster than thought. One arm shot out and transformed into a massive wing, sweeping two men away from the frontline faster than they could brace themselves. They were stunned, not dead, but a quick downward one-two stab with my just-formed locust scythe took care of that. Killing them felt like nothing so much as pushing tacks into a sheet of plywood, nor did it take any longer.

“Fucking hell! Call for backup! Get everyone up here, now!”

In the middle of the gunfire, I recognized the yell of the man who’d coordinated the initial assault. He had a nicer uniform than the rest of the soldiers, marking him out as a soldier of some distinction. Probably the leader. He held a handheld radio to his lips, barking orders like a drill sergeant through the line.

“Bring reinforcements!” he shouted, watching as more soldiers fell to a half-dozen of my Chimera limbs. “We need explosives, heavy weaponry! Fuck, a nuke if you’ve got it!”

Even that wouldn’t stop me, a little part of my brain thought as I surged forward. My mates filled the space behind me, using me as cover.

“Time to die,” I snarled, raising myself up to my full height. And up. And up.

New legs tore through my clothes, lifting me off of the ground. The front line of soldiers shrank back in horror as thick, hairy pillars filled the armory, each one covered in long strands of gossamer thin webbing. Fangs erupted from my gums as I gave my enemies a bloodthirsty smile, power surging through my new limbs.

I suddenly wished Melissa was there to bask in this new form with me. She’d probably have gotten turned on as hell by seeing it. Ah well, I thought, my vision beginning to shift as new eyes erupted in my head. Let’s get to mopping up…

The soldier with the radio took one look at the towering spider attacking his men and ran. My mouth opened wide in a roar of rage, but no sound came out—instead, thick strands of webbing erupted from new glands in my throat. It sprayed across the frontline, jamming rifles and pinning guards to the floor. Within moments, the hit squad that had been waiting to take me out lay powerless, cocooned in thick webs that kept them from doing much more than squirming and trying to reach their radios.

“Girls,” I growled, my arachnid maw mauling the word into something more and less than human. “Have fun cleaning all this up! I’m going after the leader!”

My mates fell upon the prone soldiers, destroying them with tooth, claw, and magic. Their dying cries filled the air behind me as I gave chase, using my eight arachnid legs to close the distance with blinding speed.

The leader looked over his shoulder as he ran, his eyes nearly falling out of his head. “Holy shit!” he roared, thumbing his radio in alarm. “Target has destroyed the first wave. I repeat, target has destroyed—”

A spider leg tipped with a hawk’s talon speared the man right through the chest. The rest of his desperate report died away, replaced with a gurgle as blood dripped from his open mouth. Slowly, I turned him around, flexing the leg with a spider’s grace as I brought him closer to my hideous, multi-segmented eyes.

“First wave?” I asked, flashing a fanged grin. “You mean all this was just an appetizer?”

The man’s mouth worked soundlessly. For a moment I thought he’d die right then and there, never able to say another word, but then a wheedling gasp passed his lips. “M… monster…”

I shook my head. “The monster’s the man you work for,” I told the dying soldier. “I’m trying to stop him from ending the entire world!”

If I expected a last second change of heart from the man, I was to be disappointed. He spit weakly in my direction, producing nothing more than a bit of spittle onto his lips, then slumped over bonelessly as he died. Unsatisfied, I tossed his lifeless body into a corner of the room and headed back to my women.

They’d just about finished mopping up by the time I got back. Unlike me, they weren’t showy about it—they moved with brutal efficiency, giving Koschei’s fallen security forces the quick deaths they probably didn’t deserve.

I morphed back into human form, reaching for the pearl at my ear. “First group of soldiers are down, Allie,” I said, my voice back to normal. “Their point man said there’s going to be more, though.”

“This is Sophie!” she said over the line. “Alison’s got her eyes on the map. Is everyone okay?”

I was pretty certain they were, but I gave the clan a quick once-over just to make sure. “Everything looks good,” I told her, sharing a quick thumb’s up with Mira. “I’ve got a couple of bullet holes, but they’re no big deal.”

“Bullet holes!?” Sophie’s voice filled with alarm. “Ohmigod, don’t let yourself get hurt out there! I don’t know what I would do without you…”

Yulia Koschei stood up from where she knelt over the corpse of a fallen soldier. This one was female, with a shock of long blonde hair poking through the webbing that wrapped her up from head to toe. The Atlantean looked disgusted.

“I knew some of these people,” she said, shaking her head. “What a fucking waste…”

“They chose the wrong side,” I grunted, hissing a bit at the pain in my side. When I looked down, a half-dozen oozing streaks of blood stained my shirt. Ouch. “Don’t feel bad for them, Yulia. When the chips were down and the whole world hung in the balance, these people chose to help your father grind humanity under his heel.”

“I know,” the Atlantean whispered. “But I still feel bad about it.” She glanced up, seeing the blood. “Are you hurt?”

“‘Tis but a scratch,’” I said, quoting a movie I doubted Yulia had ever seen. “They got me in Chimera form. Looks like I’m not as invincible as I thought…”

The Atlantean peered in closer, examining my wounds. “They’re using anti-shifter weaponry,” she said, looking surprised. “Must have cost a fortune. Though I suppose my father doesn’t have much left to lose…”

This revelation rippled through the clan, causing my girls’ faces to fill with worry.

“They’re doing what?” Mira asked, pushing forward to examine my wounds right along with Yulia.

“It’s in the casing,” Yulia said, gritting her teeth. “Fortunately, I should be able to do something about this. Give me just a moment…”

The Atlantean waved her hand over my wounds, chanting in a strange tongue as she did so. A warm, tingly feeling spread from her palm, and the sharp pinprick sting of the bullets began to fade as the warmth spread across my side. A few moments later, I heard a gentle ping against the concrete floor and looked down.

A crushed bullet lay on the concrete, coated in a thin sheen of blood. A moment later another joined it, then two more.

Each one sent a pulse of relief through my body. Yulia kept right on chanting, her eyes half-closed as she used some of her Atlantean magic to heal me. The irony wasn’t lost on the group that Yulia was using something she’d likely learned from her father to aid the man who aimed to be her father’s killer. Old man Koschei would probably be mad as hell if he ever found out.

“That should do it,” Yulia finally said, her shoulders slumping as she let the power go. “Do you feel better, Prime?”

The spots where bullets had pierced my skin were now smooth and unbroken, as if I’d never even been shot. The holes in my shirt and the blood I couldn’t do anything about.

“All patched up,” I said, sounding amazed. “You’re a hell of a handy woman to have around, Yulia.”

The Atlantean beamed at that. “That’s far from all I can do,” she confided in me, looking as if she were about to add a sexual dimension to her whole ‘combat nurse’ routine. “Once this is over, I’ll be glad to show you a few tricks—”

“What was that!?” Mira growled, her eyes turning amber as she transformed. “More soldiers!”

Shadows moved in the back of the warehouse. More soldiers were coming—I could sense them, my powers of perception so strong that I hardly needed to see to count their number. With my eyes closed, I could feel their hearts beating in their chests, each a tiny pulse like the beat of a bass drum.

“Get behind me,” I said, trying to shove Yulia Koschei back with the rest of my mates. “Now!”

But she refused to go.

“This wave won’t be like the last one,” the Atlantean said. She stood her ground resolutely, refusing to budge. “You know how Alison and Sophie are keeping an eye on us from the command center? My father is doing the same thing from his lab. He’s watching all of this play out, Prime. And he’s just seen how quickly you can demolish a platoon of guards with your new powers.”

Someone yelled in the darkness. Though the next wave of enemies had arrived, they appeared to be in no hurry to charge into the breach. Instead, they waited. Waited for what?

“What’s that smell?” I hissed, flaring my nostrils. An ordinary human would never have detected anything wrong, but my enhanced senses were stretched almost to the breaking point. A scent like nail polish mingled with the concrete and cleaning fluid odors I already associated with the armory. This new crew had something planned.

“The first wave was just him gauging our abilities,” Yulia said, sounding as if she were talking to herself. “Now that he’s got a better idea of what you’re capable of, he’ll roll out the big guns—”

Yulia was cut off by a roaring flame.

All across the back wall of the armory, torches blazed to life. Or what I thought were torches, anyway. A moment later, they resolved into the ends of flamethrowers, clutched in the hands of a half-dozen guards dressed like firefighters responding to a five-alarm blaze. Gas masks with thick lenses hid their eyes, with tubes connected to packs along their backs.

And behind them loomed a monster.

For a horrible, dislocating moment, I wanted to scream: I killed you! Because the man standing behind the phalanx of fire-wielding soldiers looked exactly like Dr. Ahriman, the mad Atlantean. In an instant, it all came back: his horrible experiments on Felicia and Valetta, the sickening way he spoke about humanity, the way he’d tried to put me and mine inside of cages and probe our brains for the rest of our natural lives. A thick wave of revulsion rose from my gut, and I tasted bile in the back of my throat.

But it wasn’t Dr. Ahriman. I realized it a moment later. The real Ahriman had slicked back hair like an old rockabilly singer, while this man’s short locks were as golden and stiff as straw. He wore the same lab coat, though, even though it looked faded and stained from use.

I glanced over at Felicia and Valetta, and saw they’d gone through this same process of realization. Both of them looked like they’d seen a ghost. The wounds that bastard Dr. Ahriman had opened took a long time to heal, and in some ways my mates would always carry them around. If I could kill that son of a bitch all over again, I’d relish the opportunity to do it the second time around.

The pearl in my ear buzzed. “Nick?” This time it was Alison, and she sounded terrified. “There’s something in the room with you that’s absolutely radiating power—!”

“I know,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I’m looking right the fuck at it.”

Standing between us and our goal was another true Atlantean. With a half-dozen fire-wielding maniacs to back him up.


Chapter 24

“Welcome to my parlor,” the Atlantean cackled. He even sounded a little like Ahriman, if he’d taken up a pack-a-day smoking habit for the last few decades. “You’ve come far, Prime. Much farther than my master expected. But then again, you’ve had quite a bit of help, haven’t you?”

The Atlantean’s gaze traveled to Yulia Koschei. I don’t think I’ve ever seen an expression of such hatred, either before or since. Traitor, those eyes said, in about as harsh a set of terms as eyes can express. Bitch.

Yulia hardly noticed. “Stand aside,” the princess of Atlantis said, making a shoo gesture with her hand. “Set down your weapons and allow us passage to the lower level, and the Prime will let you live.”

“Live?” The Atlantean’s lips quivered. I didn’t want to hear the laughter that would come from that ancient, hateful visage—if Dr. Ahriman had appeared to be on the very edge of insanity, it was clear this guy had jumped over the borderline long ago. Nothing even remotely human shone in his eyes. “Live!?”

I had one chance to de-escalate this situation. “You call Alexei Koschei your master?” I asked, taking as much of the sting out of the words as I could. “You’re a true Atlantean. You’re older than Koschei, and probably even more powerful. How is it that you’re the one taking orders from him, and not the other way around?”

If I’d been expecting this remark to irritate the Atlantean, I was sorely disappointed. He acted as if he hadn’t heard me: he was still processing Yulia’s demand. “What is life?” the Atlantean asked, cocking his head to the side. “What is life worth to you, Prime?”

He seemed to mean it seriously. The guards with him flared their flamethrowers every now and then, lighting up the armory with flickering shadows, but they didn’t advance and they didn’t try to roast any of my mates. Maybe I can reason with him, I thought. Maybe I can change his mind.

“Life is worth quite a bit to me,” I told the Atlantean. “The lives of everyone on Earth—that’s worth more than a bit. And the lives of the women behind me are worth even more.” I felt my brows furrow together—the man wasn’t giving me any indication whether my words were impacting him or not. “What’s your name? I can’t simply call you ‘Atlantean’.”

The Atlantean chuckled darkly at that. “I am called Tindalos. The creature you knew as Dr. Ahriman was one of my brothers. One of my younger brothers.”

“I see.” I looked the man up and down, no longer able to deny the resemblance. “We don’t have to be enemies. I’m here for Koschei, to stop him from activating the Universal Deconstructor. There’s no reason for a creature as old and powerful as you to die.”

“I have been ready for death for centuries,” Tindalos said, in as casual a tone as most people talk about the weather. “Are you prepared to give it to me, Prime?”

I nodded. “If that’s what it takes.”

The Atlantean gave a dismissive sniff, then placed a hand on the shoulder of the nearest guard. “You’ll have to get past my hounds, as well,” Tindalos said, sounding less human with each passing moment. “Aren’t they beautiful creatures, Prime? The finest of the specimens to be found downstairs, I assure you.”

I was about to protest that the guards flanking Tindalos weren’t experiments, just ordinary men—then I looked a little closer. What had first appeared to merely be men in fancy outfits transformed in the blink of an eye. The snouts on the masks I’d assumed to be decorative were in fact protecting the creatures’ long, canine faces. Beady eyes shined with hatred behind those lenses.

What I was staring at wasn’t even close to human.

“They go no further,” Tindalos said, speaking to his creatures. “Make certain of that.”

Power flared from the Primal Talisman, bathing me in light and warmth. “Oh yeah?” I asked. “How are you going to do that, asshole?”

Tindalos acted as if he hadn’t heard me. “Deal with the women,” he told the hounds. “I shall handle the Prime myself.”

As one, the creatures started forward, the flamethrowers held high in their inhuman hands. Those monsters were heading straight for my women, wielding tongues of flame with such skill that I knew they’d had long years of practice with their weapons. I couldn’t let them reach my clan.

But suddenly I had bigger problems to worry about. Standing behind his hounds, Tindalos reached for the medallion around his flabby neck. And right before my eyes, he began to change.

I’d seen a lot of beautiful things since taking the Primal Talisman and becoming the leader of my clan, but I’d seen a lot of horrible ones, too. That one took the cake. There wasn’t much left in the universe that could intimidate me, but the sight of Tindalos transforming into the thing he kept buried deep inside his heart of hearts could freeze the blood of any man.

I had no idea what animal he drew his power from—if indeed it was an animal at all. Thick, leathery wings erupted from his back as his lower half dissolved into a mass of goo, then reformed just as quickly into a writhing clutch of thousands of tentacles. A film slid over his eyes, painting them a sickly green as his human mouth stretched and widened into a crescent of horror.

A wave of unreality washed over me at the sight of his new form. It felt as if the top of my head were going to fly off at any moment, sending my brains into the stratosphere. I resisted it only with an effort, reaching for the Primal Talisman to anchor myself within that aura of sheer, inhuman horror.

If I were an ordinary human, I’d already be insane, a little part of me realized. I remembered some of the horror stories I’d read as a kid—H.P. Lovecraft and August Derleth, Robert E. Howard and (much later) Laird Barron and Thomas Ligotti. There were always creatures in those stories who broke people’s sanity in half just by appearing before them, and now I understood where those writers had gotten that idea. If Lovecraft hadn’t run afoul of an Atlantean at some point in his life, I’d eat my hat.

“You’re still standing,” Tindalos said. He sounded surprised, though it was hard to tell. His mouth wobbled like a subwoofer was blaring in his throat, his flabby lips vibrating as he spoke. His words sounded wet and gurgling, like they’d been dredged up from a deep, disgusting swamp. “I’m impressed, Prime. But you won’t be for long.”

Fuck the hounds. I had the feeling my girls could handle a bunch of canine monsters with ease. This was what we had to worry about.

I reached for Chimera form, grabbing hold of every animal power within me and setting it free all at once. Tiger and Hawk, Locust and Spider—all of them merged within me, transforming me in a span of heartbeats into something more than human. Like Tindalos, I was also the stuff of men’s nightmares.

“DIE!” the monstrosity shrieked, his tentacles whipping across the concrete floor. “Die, Prime!”

A half dozen tentacles slithered through the air, tipped with jet-black suckers that opened and closed like tiny mouths. Something deep and instinctive told me each of those tiny openings were filled with poison, and that letting them touch me would be a bad, bad thing.

I shot to the side, batting the tentacles away with a wing. More limbs erupted from my side, thick and muscular, propelling me across the room with a speed to match Tindalos’s. Behind me, I heard the flamethrowers go off and said a silent prayer that my mates were able to handle whatever the hounds wanted to throw at them.

The two of us collided. Tentacles wrapped around the tiger claw extending from my side, and suddenly the world was filled with hot, stinging pain. Jesus, those things hurt! Tindalos gurgled with triumph, dragging me along the concrete floor as those suckers bit down deep into my flesh.

The pain was quickly replaced with a tingling numbness. That was worse than the pain, because it signaled some pretty extreme danger. With a growl, I unsummoned the limb, the tiger arm withering away beneath the tentacles. Part of me worried that it would just push the poison deeper inside me, but I was lucky—it burned away as the limb dissolved. I was safe.

Tindalos, however, was anything but.

I summoned three locust scythes, each as long and sharp as the blade of a guillotine, and slammed them right between the creature’s eyes. The tips punched right through Tindalos’s skull, one piercing his eye and bursting it like an overripe melon.

Ha! I thought, the savagery of my primal power building like a tidal wave in my heart. Got you, you son of a bitch!

I expected Tindalos to collapse to the side, slain like all the soldiers who’d preceded him. Instead, the creature’s head reformed around my scythes, pieces of his skull sloshing around in his flesh like Oreos in a milkshake. It made me want to hurl—and the hideous, gurgling sound that erupted from what was left of his throat nearly made me spew bile right then and there.

“Come a little closer, Prime,” the thing that had once been Tindalos told me. “I am suddenly filled with the most irresistible urge to give you a hug…”

Somewhere far behind me, I heard flames sputter out. My girls had massacred Tindalos’s hounds, but they weren’t fast enough to save me. Even as the ancient Atlantean’s creatures died one after the other, they’d fulfilled their purpose—to keep my clan off his back long enough for him to deliver the killing blow.

That hideous mouth opened wider and wider, and I saw thousands upon thousands of those tiny suckers like sores along the inside of his mouth and throat. No number of dissolved limbs would save me now. The monster would bite through my torso, his poison reaching my heart, and then it would be lights out for the new Prime.

Tindalos opened wide, the darkness of his mouth blotting out the lights of the armory. A horrifying smell assaulted my nostrils as his tongue waggled—it smelled like an open grave. In a few moments, it would be my grave.

“Let me go!” I roared, the Primal Talisman flaring like a miniature sun across my chest. “Fucking! Let! Me! Go—!”

At the last second a black shape whistled past me, drilling into the side of Tindalos’s face. The limbs that had held me so firmly relaxed, going boneless as I dropped from the eldritch horror’s grip. I hit the ground and rolled, turning as I regained my footing to see what assaulted the ancient Atlantean.

What I saw defied easy description.

From where I stood, it looked as if Tindalos—his hideous mouth open wide in a horrified snarl—was facing a spinning buzzsaw. Tiny chunks of his flesh flew from all angles, coating the wall to his side with a thick glaze of gore. He held his hands up uselessly, batting at the buzzsaw as if he could somehow knock it away from himself and prevent further damage.

Maybe if it was a normal saw, that would’ve been possible. This one, though, aimed right for his heart.

It twisted in mid-air, and all at once I realized it wasn’t a saw I was looking at at all. It was Valetta.

Thick plates of armor covered her from head to toe, making her look like the insect equivalent of a medieval knight. Three sets of two scythe-like arms extended from her body, each attached to her torso by a chitinous ball mechanism that allowed her to turn them three hundred and sixty five degrees. That was how she unleashed her whirling dervish attacks. She’d grown in size, her insectoid frame standing nearly seven feet tall. But that wasn’t the most imposing aspect of her new form.

It was the crown.

Slender blades stretched around her head, forming a diadem of chitin that wrapped around her brow like the darkside version of a princess’s tiara. Each of them wriggled gently with her movements—not just a crown but a living crown, one made of the same material that comprised her body. It would have been disgusting if it weren’t so goddamned beautiful.

The Locust Queen, I thought, watching Valetta unleash her fury on the Atlantean. Holy hell, I’m a lucky man…

Tindalos staggered backward again and again, desperate to put some distance between himself and his attacker. But Valetta wasn’t letting up. The locust Primal was a pure ball of rage, throwing herself at the Atlantean with even more vigor than she’d used against Dr. Ahriman. An inhuman screech erupted from her throat as she slashed a chunk of Tindalos’s flesh away, punting it at the stone wall and leaving a streak of ichor running across the tiles.

“Get your hands off him!” Valetta screamed. Even in that insectoid shriek, there remained a trace of the ethereal, dark-haired beauty I took to bed with me each night. “Get back, you fucker!”

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. And from the look on his face, neither could Tindalos.

A pair of hands grasped me beneath the shoulders, helping me to my feet. I turned around to see Mira standing just behind me, her tiger form upgraded to the sabretooth I’d seen her unveil in Vegas. If I hadn’t known her so intimately, I’d never have recognized her.

“You okay?” The shifter’s eyebrow shot skyward, her voice a harsh growl filled with an all-too-human concern. “That thing grabbed you, and we saw it bite down on your arm. For a minute, we thought…”

“I’m fine,” I assured her. “Takes more than some tentacle freak to bring me down.”

A figure took a flying leap over both me and Mira, landing at Valetta’s side. The upgraded locust shifter looked perfectly capable of holding Tindalos back, owing to her Primal form, but whoever this was had taken one look at her in trouble and jumped into the fray. I shouldn’t have been surprised to see Dr. Amanda Simmons by her side, roaring at the fiend as she helped her bestie.

What did surprise me, however, were the bracelets around her wrists.

She hadn’t been wearing them when the fight began, and I had no idea where she would have found them. She must have conjured them out of thin air—or, I realized a moment later, she’d summoned them while activating the Talisman around her neck. Twin clouds of steam rose from the metal, which was covered in a thick sheet of frost.

Ice, I realized. Dr. Simmons hadn’t been a shifter before I’d granted her the power of her own Talisman. She’d been turned into a Beastmage, like Sophie and Alison. From the looks of her, a damned powerful one, too.

Amanda wasted no time making Tindalos pay. She threw both hands forward, summoning a wave of frost that rolled directly over the writhing, tentacled monster. Tindalos’s howls of pain rose an octave, huge chunks of his wriggling skin flash freezing like chicken being readied for shipping to a restaurant. Goose pimples the size of chickpeas rose from his gray-green flesh, making me gag.

“Get the Talisman!” Dr. Simmons screamed, summoning more arctic blasts from her fingers. Amanda was a one-woman blizzard, capable of freezing out even the hottest room, and even Tindalos couldn’t hold back her new, Talisman-augmented powers.

Valetta heard her. The locust climbed up Tindalos’s prodigious bulk, dodging the strikes of his many tentacles as she went for his flabby neck. The creature slobbered and screamed, finally falling to attempts to bite the locust shifter as she slashed through his skin.

“Stop squirming,” Valetta said, her lips pursed with disgust as she searched. Finally she found what she was looking for—a slender cord hanging from the Atlantean’s neck. Tentacles writhed both above and beneath the leather band, doing an admirable job of hiding the monster’s greatest treasure from being pilfered. “Hand it over!”

Tindalos’s Talisman, I realized. It didn’t look like any jewelry I’d seen around an Atlantean neck before. In fact, it resembled one of the ornate amulets I’d been wearing during Natasha’s ritual, when I’d briefly inhabited the body of the ancient Autarch. Sickly scales covered the stone, the same shade as Tindalos’s hideous skin.

Something told me I didn’t want any of my women handling that strange, eldritch power. There was too much risk of them being corrupted, transforming into a miniature version of whatever hideous monsters the Atlanteans had devolved into after landing on Earth. I had to act.

I sprang forward, reverting to my human form as I closed the distance. “Don’t touch it!” I yelled. “Just break the band!”

Neither of them appeared to hear me. The moment they’d seen that strange, eldritch Talisman around the monster’s neck, something strange entered their eyes. I’d heard of greed referred to as the ‘green-eyed monster’ in fairy tales before, but I never thought I’d have the opportunity to witness it in real life. I could have sworn both Valetta and Amanda’s eyes flared with it, turning the same sickly green shade as Tindalos’s flesh.

I knew the truth, then—that this was a trap. Alexei Koschei had put this Atlantean in mine and my clan’s path, knowing that even if he lost, we’d be consumed by the sinister energy radiating from his Talisman. Either I would be corrupted, or one of my mates would be—which, as close as we were, was really the same thing.

There was only one thing I could think of to do.

“If either of you touch that Talisman,” I roared, cupping a hand around my mouth, “ you’re out of the clan!”

Both Valetta and Amanda Simmons froze. For a moment, that sickly green glow warred within their eyes—then it faded, and their orbs were clear and undisturbed once more.

Valetta realized first how close they’d come to being tricked. With a disgusted growl, she aimed a horizontal slash at the base of Tindalos’s neck. The scythe cut through leather and flesh with equal ease, carving through the Atlantean’s chin and severing an artery deep in his throat. I didn’t know if it was the jugular, since alien biology didn’t exactly match that of human beings, but it sure bled like all hell.

The Talisman fell from Tindalos’s neck, landing on the concrete with a thud. Viewed from the corner of my eye, it seemed to contort and stretch, becoming bigger or smaller depending on what angle it was viewed from. If I hadn’t been freaked out by the thing before, I certainly was now.

I wasn’t about to risk that thing coming into contact with any of my mates. Before it could reach out its sick, corrupting tendrils, I kicked the Atlantean’s Talisman at the wall, infusing my leg with as much power as the Primal Talisman could give me. The thing sailed through the air and hit the concrete with the force of a cannon, shattering into a thousand shards of glittering green metal. A cloud of pure power burst from the center, blinding me for a moment, then was gone.

For Tindalos, who lay dying on the floor, it was the final insult. “N-no,” the Atlantean burbled, trying and failing to rise to his feet. Blood poured from the wound in his neck, so much that it seemed a miracle the Atlantean yet lived. “You can’t! That power—it’s so much! It’s ancient! You can’t just destroy it!”

“I just did,” I said, turning away from the wall. Something hideous danced in those fading flames, and I didn’t want to watch it as it faded away from the world. Let it die, along with the monsters from the stars who brought such things to my planet. “So fuck you.”

Spittle flew from Tindalos’s lips. “You have no idea what you’ve done!” the man blubbered, not even trying to staunch the tide of blood trickling down his collar. “That power could have changed your world! It could have given you the strength to usurp Alexei Koschei and take his throne for yourself!”

I shook my head. “I don’t want Koschei’s throne,” I told the dying Atlantean. “All that Talisman would have done was turn me into Alexei Koschei.”

Tindalos’s eyes no longer saw me. Though he continued to stare, the man’s gaze had turned inward, seeing nothing but his own rage. Even as his heart’s blood poured from the vicious wound Valetta had dealt him, while his lower half lay frozen and insensate, the Atlantean was charging up one final, nasty surprise.

A low, hideous growl began to burble from his chest. The walls of the armory shook as waves of power crashed against the concrete. Deep cracks formed in the stone, and bits of rock and plaster rained down on our heads as the monster writhed.

“We’ve all underestimated you!” Tindalos roared. “Every last Atlantean has been making a terrible mistake!”

“Yeah,” I said, reaching deep down for my powers. “You fucking have.”

Pure rage contorted Tindalos’s features. “We should have burned your museum to the ground,” he said, his eyes rolling in their sockets. “We ought to have killed you when we had the chance. Even losing the Primal Talisman would have been worth removing the thorn from Atlantis’s side!” He chuckled darkly, shaking his head. “And yet Alexei Koschei refused. He wants that amulet around your neck, Prime—wants it so badly he can taste it!”

Really? I found that hard to believe.

“From what I understand,” I told the burbling, bleeding monster, “Koschei has a much more powerful Talisman than mine around his neck. One linked to a far older power source than Atlantis or Mu.”

I was talking, of course, about the face I’d seen at the bottom of the ocean. Gaia. The spirit of the Earth itself.

Tindalos hadn’t known I knew about that. His beady eyes widened with surprise, even as blood continued to ooze from the gaping wound in his neck. “Aye, so he does,” the creature said cannily, those eyes narrowing to slits. “But that won’t last forever. Already the poor woman linked to Koschei’s Talisman is beginning to die.”

Behind me, my clan gasped.

“Die?” Mira said, flexing her claws. “That bastard’s going to kill the Earth itself?”

“What does it matter?” Tindalos asked. “The world is doomed one way or another. Alexei… he’s going to drain the planet of its resources to power the Rishathra. That’s been the plan since the beginning.”

That made sense to me. A sick, twisted kind of sense, but still sense.

“If you’re leaving the place behind anyway,” I said, “who cares if you leave a mess behind you when you go? Fuck, you Atlanteans really are cold-blooded.”

“The coldest,” Tindalos agreed eagerly.

His tentacles had long since stopped whipping across the floor. His prodigious bulk rose and fell shallowly, the torrent of blood that had been pouring from the wound at his neck slowing to a gentle ooze. Soon he’d be no more, and I’d step over his dead body to reach the next obstacle Alexei Koschei had put in my path. My clan and I were ready to face whatever came next.

But Tindalos had other plans.

“There is,” the eldritch horror said, punctuating the words with a cough, “one last thing I can do for you, Prime. Something to speed you in your quest to sink the knife into the King of Atlantis’s back.”

I’d never heard Alexei Koschei referred to in such blatant terms before, but it made sense. Who else could be properly called the king of that undersea realm, if not him? Even Yulia referred to herself as a princess.

“What’s that?” I asked. What I didn’t ask—and what I probably should have asked—was why he’d be willing to help us in his final moments. But I’d grown used to Koschei’s associates turning on him when the chips were down. The Atlantean wasn’t a man to inspire loyalty or devotion in his subjects, so it didn’t surprise me when his cronies decided to cut and run at the first sign of trouble.

But for once, that wasn’t it at all.

I took a step closer to Tindalos—and froze as a tentacle wrapped around my ankle. The suckers had been drained of their poison, and the teeth were barely able to break my skin. Yet still, that fucking thing held on for dear life.

“I can send you to my master!” Tindalos shrieked. His entire body began to glow with arcane energy, warping the walls of the armory the same way his corruptive power warped the Talisman that had so recently been hanging around his neck. “I can hand you to Alexei Koschei on a silver fucking platter…!”

A blast of eldritch energy exploded from Tindalos’s core. It was absolutely everything he had—later on, I’d realize that he’d been saving it up from the moment my girls started to rip his Talisman from his neck. That was why he didn’t shrivel up and die the way other Atlanteans did the moment you took their toys away. He’d been holding back; keeping one final blast of power as a little ‘fuck you’ to the man who took him down.

I hadn’t seen it coming. The wave of power rolled right over me, making me feel as if I’d stuck my tongue in an electrical socket. I was knocked off my feet, Mira grabbing me as both of us tumbled to the concrete floor. Behind us, the rest of my mates did the same. Those who hadn’t fallen wisely hit the deck to keep from being hit with an aftershock.

Tindalos’s pained cry of triumph rose over the armory as the cracks deepened. Something gave in the floor beneath me, and suddenly the bottom dropped out of the world. Mira and I held each other tight as we plunged, falling through a world of concrete and rebar. That horrifying scream followed us all the way down, down into the darkness.

I blacked out.

When I came to, I was staring at the end of the world.


Chapter 25

From a certain way of looking at it, Tindalos had done us a favor. Clearing the rest of Area 51’s floors would have been a chore, if an exciting one that would have allowed me to see my new Primals’s skills. I hadn’t been looking forward to descending from level to level, fighting off genetically-altered guards and inhuman experiments along the way. Thanks to him, we’d just entered Alexei Koschei’s sanctum with the nearest thing to fresh legs.

The problem was all the rest of it.

We’d fallen three stories, through concrete, rebar, and whatever else the original engineers of the base had used to carve out the rock surrounding the subterranean chambers. Under normal circumstances, that would have meant a trip to the hospital or worse, but the powers of a Prime protected me. I twisted my ankle so hard that it screamed, and my mates were going to have a fun time seeing to my cuts and scrapes later, but I landed on the bottom floor of Area 51 feeling reasonably okay. My mates looked no worse for wear, though they took a little longer to recover than me.

It was what we’d landed in front of that gave me pause. As I looked at it, I realized the chamber we’d reached was a lot larger than the rest of Area 51’s floors. Transported to the surface, this final floor could have functioned as a base in its own right—it was far larger than any of the airplane hangars sitting topside.

And all of that space had been put to use.

I won’t lie—for a moment, I reverted to my old nerd ways. I looked at the massive machine dominating the chamber and thought: holy shit. I’m looking at a Gundam. Alexei Koschei has a fucking Gundam!

For that’s what it looked like. A massive, airplane hangar-sized robot, humanoid in the front but stapled to what appeared to be the long thorax of a metallic insect. It rested for now, its dark eyes devoid of light, but I didn’t trust it to remain inactive for long.

Standing before it, looking partially alarmed and partially amused by the way we’d literally fallen into his lair, was Alexei Koschei.

“Well now,” the old Atlantean said, his gaze lingering on the hole in his roof. “You certainly chose a notable method of making an entrance, Prime. And did you bring your entire clan of women with you? I suppose you would, wouldn’t you—”

His ancient, hateful eyes raked the prone bodies of my mates, cold cruelty written across his face. Then he saw the redhead who’d fallen from the armory and froze in his tracks.

“Yulia!?” It was a strangled cry. The color drained from Koschei’s face, making him look even more alien than usual. I was beginning to wonder how I’d ever thought of the man as human—his mannerisms betrayed him even before you saw the look in his eyes. Perhaps before the war began, he’d cared more about keeping the hoi polloi from realizing what a wolf lay in that sheep’s clothing.

Yulia managed to get to her knees before I reached her. I helped her up the rest of the way, letting her support herself on my shoulder as I made sure she was alright. To Koschei, the gesture was as unmistakeable as if I’d ripped off his daughter’s dress and fucked her brains out right then and there.

“The traitor is you,” Alexei whispered, shaking his head. “You’ve truly hitched your wagon to the Prime, haven’t you, daughter? I knew you’d turned against me—only a fool could have overlooked your actions in Las Vegas—but to debase yourself for a mere human? One who’d be nothing without the Primal Talisman around his neck?”

Yulia met her father’s gaze without flinching. I was proud of her for that. Even among the Atlanteans, there weren’t many who could stand up to the old man the way she did.

“That’s where you’re wrong, father,” Yulia said, filling her tone with contempt. “Nick isn’t just a Prime. He’s special. A leader of men—a conqueror.” A smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth. “We should have allied with him when we had the chance. He could have turned the tide of history in our favor, but instead, you made him your greatest enemy.” Yulia looked at me, her eyes filling with love and devotion, and at that moment I don’t think I’d ever felt more proud. “I love him, Daddy.”

The Atlantean’s lips twisted in a sinister sneer. “He’s bewitched you,” Koschei said, shaking his head. He didn’t want to believe the truth, he’d do anything to hide it from himself. The man had a talent for self-deception most people as powerful as him managed to shed long ago. “I’ve heard what he does to the women he takes to bed, daughter. You’re little more than his puppet now. Even as you denounce me, I know your heart still belongs to Atlantis…”

I threw my head back and laughed.

Alexei Koschei trailed off, confusion filling his features. In all of his years running the world from the shadows, I don’t think he’d ever met a man willing to laugh in his face like that. It made him scared, just a little bit, and seeing that fear in his stance filled me with more pleasure than I’d like to admit.

“You really don’t see it, do you?” I asked. Now it was my turn to act like I had the world in the palm of my hand. He still didn’t get it, so I decided to make things even more explicit: “I haven’t fucked your daughter, Koschei. I barely even touched her. She agreed to join my clan of her own free will—simply for the promise of an alliance in the future.” I looked at Yulia’s face, watching her beam. “Just for love.”

Something broke inside of Alexei Koschei. I watched it shatter, pumping bitter poison into the man’s veins. His lips twisted with hate, the glimpse of his teeth I saw behind his lips a mouthful of sharp, pointed fangs.

“You never did want to go home,” the King of Atlantis said, spitting onto the floor. “You fucking brat.”

“Now that’s no way to talk to your only daughter,” I said, letting Yulia go and cracking my knuckles. “You’ll treat both of us with respect, old man, or I’ll have to beat it into you—”

I didn’t even have time to trail off. One second Alexei Koschei was standing across the room, leaning against the shadowy bulk of the Universal Deconstructor, and in the next he was punching me in the face.

Despite his advanced age, the man hit like a fucking mack truck. The blow knocked my jaw out of alignment, sent me sliding back across the floor like I’d been pushed in the middle of a skating routine. I bent at the waist, the quick redistribution of my weight the only thing that kept me from falling onto my ass.

Koschei looked surprised that he’d done that. I guess the man didn’t give into his anger all that often.

He glanced down at his fist, his enraged expression gradually softening into a smile. More of that poisonous, green magic I’d seen covering Tindalos’s body emerged from between his fingers, wrapping all the way up to his shoulder. As it expanded, it took the muscle right along with it, beefing Koschei’s arm up until he had a Hulk-sized limb for beating.

“You’ve caused me a great deal of trouble,” Koschei said, cracking his neck. “But it’s time for you to die, Prime. I’m going to cut that Talisman of yours off your dead body and add it to my collection!”

He wasn’t joking about the collection. Alexei Koschei grabbed the front of his suit jacket with his new arm and tugged, ripping the fabric away as easy as tearing through cheesecloth. Underneath he wore a simple white cotton shirt, which did nothing to hide the nearly dozen bulges beneath the thin fabric. His whole arsenal rested on top of the fabric.

Up until now, the most Talismans I’d seen in one place was when I’d fought Dr. Ahriman. He’d had seven. I’d seen more of them when I entered Natasha’s vision and temporarily became the Autarch, but part of me still refused to believe that had ever actually happened. So seven was my upper limit for what I could expect an Atlantean to reasonably command. Considering what I’d seen while fighting Dr. Ahriman, it was hard to imagine an Atlantean having more than that in their personal arsenal.

Alexei Koschei had at least a dozen Talismans at his command. These weren’t the usual, garden-variety strength and vitality boosters, either—these could have fit right in with the most exotic pieces in the Autarch’s collection. Some were scaled, others looked to have been carved from solid gold or from precious gems. Any one of them alone would have been worth a fortune.

But it was the Talisman in the center that made my heart drop into my stomach. Tiny flowers covered the rim of the ancient artifact, fading and growing again in an endless procession of life. Carved across the front was the massive stone face I’d seen underneath the ocean during Natasha’s ritual. Its eyes were closed, and something about the expression on the Talisman made me think the person it represented was in terrible, terrible pain.

Gaia, I thought, sizing up Koschei in a glance. That’s the Talisman he’s got linked to her lifeforce. To the spirit of the Earth itself.

If I couldn’t get that Talisman off of Koschei’s neck, we were all as good as dead. No amount of damage I did to him would mean a goddamn thing while he could rip as much energy as he needed away from Gaia herself. Forget Dr. Ahriman and his seven full heals: Koschei would be able to bring himself back up to full strength as many times as he needed.

In the end, he’d drain the Earth dry to keep himself upright and fighting. I couldn’t have that. That would only get all of humanity killed.

“Damn,” I said, shaking my head. “That’s a lot of Talismans. You really need all those, old man?”

Unfortunately for me, Alexei Koschei wouldn’t be goaded that easily. “I’m only one man,” he said, cocking an eyebrow at the front line of shifters standing behind me. “You’ve brought a whole gang of miscreants to kill me. What else am I supposed to do?”

Hmm. Interesting. He’d just left the door wide open for a certain possibility. Had he done it on purpose, or was this a weakness I could exploit?

“What if we fought one on one?” I asked, stepping away from the pack. “Just you versus me, man-to-man?”

Koschei cocked his head to the side, evidently trying to figure out if I was serious. He looked to be on the verge of maybe taking off a few pieces of jewelry—or maybe it was just a clever bluff. Because he drew his hand away from the clutch of Talismans around his neck, then waved a finger in my face like I’d just tried to get away with taking an extra cookie from the kitchen jar.

“I don’t trust you as far as I can throw you, Prime,” the man said, glancing back at the Universal Deconstructor. “Even if you did agree to such terms, I have no faith in your ability to stick to them.” His eyebrows furrowed together. “The only thing you seem to be able to stick to is sticking your cock into everything in sight that wears a skirt!”

Koschei began to transform. Two of the Talismans around his neck flashed with power, then a third added its glow to the phantasmagoric light show. Scales erupted over his skin, his frame elongating as he gained both height and weight. His head lengthened along with the rest of him, his face turning flat while his eyes became long, oblong slits capable of seeing both in front of him and at his sides.

This, then, was the true Atlantean. A cross between a classical ‘little green man’ and a Xenomorph. Webbing between his fingers and toes shouted out his undersea nature, the scales along his sides covered in tiny vestigial gills.

Each of his fingers was as long as a ruler. He balled them into fists at his side, the Talismans bouncing against his hollow chest.

“I shouldn’t have let things get this far,” the creature said, speaking as if to himself. “My own daughter… never mind. I’ll finish this now.” Koschei lifted his head, fixing me to the floor with those strange, alien eyes. “You’re the last obstacle standing in my way, Prime. Once you’re dead, the rest of humanity will fall before me. I can finally return home, to where I truly belong. To the stars.”

I stared up at the monster, fear pulsing in my veins. Could I really do this? Koschei was inhumanly strong, and he had the power of the Earth itself swinging around his neck. I’d never felt hopeless, not for a single moment since taking the Primal Talisman for myself and embracing my destiny. But this seemed impossible, all the same.

Someone stepped out from behind me. It was Natasha Perkov, her body sheathed in a vibrant sapphire glow. Her hair floated around her neck, held aloft on an invisible wind. I could tell Koschei hadn’t recognized her before now—his eyes nearly bugged out of his head at the sight of his ancient enemy this deep in his stronghold.

“You!” Koschei shrieked, pointing a bony finger at the princess of Mu. “No, that’s not possible! My daughter is one thing, but you would never bow before any man! I refuse to believe you’ve bound yourself body and soul with this… this boy!”

Natasha chuckled. “He’s not a boy, Koschei,” she said simply. “He’s the Autarch. And he’s going to kill you.”

Koschei’s face fell. He only lost control for a moment, but a single moment was enough to change my feelings about the entire battle.

“Enough!” Koschei roared, grabbing the Gaia-faced Talisman. His fingers tightened around it, the amulet glowing like a miniature sun as he drank in its power. “No one can stop me! Not even Mu and humanity united can touch my glory! I have the Earth itself bound like a slave! I am the God of this world!”

A brilliant white light covered Koschei’s body, ripping him away from view. I tensed up, my women readying themselves behind me. We needed to be ready for anything—no form was too impossible for Alexei Koschei to take for his own.

And as the light faded, I realized impossible was exactly what he’d intended to bring to bear.

There was no other way of putting it—an angel stood before me. Brilliant white wings erupted from Alexei Koschei’s back, a few errant feathers fluttering to the concrete as they extended to the limits of their span. The business suit he’d torn from his bony frame had been replaced by silky white robes, spun from the finest and softest looking material I’d ever seen. He shone like the sun coming out from behind a cloud, like a rainbow heralding the end of the worst storm you’d ever been through. Power wreathed him like a garland, filling him with the pure energy of the Earth.

Only his face remained the same. Flat, with those long eyes and lipless lips, he looked like a frog who’d been taken to Heaven and press-ganged into the ranks of the Seraphim. The whole effect would have been hilarious had it not been attached to someone clearly about to kill me.

“Behold!” Alexei Koschei shrieked, his voice distorted by the waves of power cascading around him. “My true form! The ultimate power of the Earth itself!”

He sounds like a fucking RPG villain, I thought, shaking my head. Had this always lived within Koschei, lurking beneath his cultured, European facade? Or was it something he’d embraced at the eleventh hour, finally letting himself go now that the world was about to end?

Either way, it didn’t matter. It was time for him to die.


Chapter 26

Reaching for my Chimera Form, I charged. A half-dozen limbs ripped themselves from my body as I ran, forming from the aether as I prepared to attack. The walls between hawk and tiger, locust and spider had never been thinner—the weapons I wielded took the best of each animal and discarded the weaknesses, forming the most perfect killing machines nature could create.

But I didn’t get to lay a single glove on the motherfucker.

As I closed the distance, a wave of pure energy knocked me off my feet. I didn’t stay there for long; even as I fell, a strange power lifted me from the ground and held me. Wind blew like a cyclone from Koschei’s body, forcing my mates to hunker down and shield each other. It was like an invisible wall around the man, keeping him safe from any attack.

“Fool!” Koschei roared, turning me this way and that in an invisible hand. “You’ve never had a chance against me, Prime. Not only do I have this”—here he grabbed the Talisman with the Gaia face carved upon it and squeezed—“but I’ve absorbed the powers of every native Atlantean left alive. Tindalos was the last; a ‘hail mary’ throw against you and yours to try and soften you up before the killing blow.” The corner of his mouth curled in a cruel smirk. “Turns out, I didn’t even need it.”

What!? No! That was impossible. I hadn’t known how many creatures like Dr. Ahriman were still running around the planet—it couldn’t have been more than a handful—but each of them were strong enough to level a city. Adding their abilities to what Koschei commanded was little more than a drop in the bucket compared to the energy of Gaia. But what a bucket!

He’s the most powerful thing in the world, I realized, my stomach sinking. Maybe even the whole fucking universe.

As I watched, Koschei put the final, satirical touch on his final form—a halo. It looked like it had been spun from threads of gold, like Rumplestiltskin in the old fairy tale about the weaver and his daughter. Except this was the old school kind of fairy tale, the sort that didn’t have a happy ending on the last page.

“I don’t need your Talisman after all.” Koschei laughed. “Oh, I told Tindalos to grab it if he could, but I’m more than willing to jettison what’s no longer necessary in order to pull off my victory. I’m more than happy to climb to the stars over a pile of dead bodies, Prime.”

I struggled in the monster’s grip. Despite the Primal Talisman, despite all the power I’d managed to gain and cultivate and upgrade through my journey to this point, I didn’t have what it took. With Gaia’s Talisman around his neck, Alexei Koschei wasn’t just invincible—he was practically God. How could I have ever hoped to strike him down?

Koschei lifted an arm, each of his fingers glowing with tiny eruptions of power. At first, I thought the arrow over his head was some kind of crazy video game guide marker—I was still in nerd mode, my mind blown by how many RPG tropes Koschei had decided to embrace all at once. It was only as that arrow twisted, pointing directly at my heart, that I realized it wasn’t an aid but an attack.

One that would spear me through and leave me dead where I stood.

Koschei yawned. The bastard actually yawned as he did it. “Pathetic,” he said, summoning more wind to blow back my clan. From the edges of my peripheral vision, I could see my girls trying and failing to reach me. Their powers were prodigious, but incapable of breaking through that sinister wind. Even Natasha Perkov, her body enhanced with the powers of Mu, couldn’t crack Koschei’s shield. Possibly no one could, except for one of his fellow Atlanteans.

And weren’t nearly all of them dead?

“Say goodbye to your boy toy, girls,” Koschei said, pointing his other hand back toward the Universal Deconstructor as he channeled. “And say goodbye to your pathetic planet!”

A bolt of energy shot from Koschei’s outstretched fingers, striking the robot at the front of the Universal Deconstructor directly between the eyes. Even in my caged state, I could see tiny bolts of lightning flying across the device’s metal skin, igniting lights deep within its casing.

Slowly, those cold orbs lit with a crimson light. The Universal Deconstructor had awakened.

“No!” I roared, seeing it all with hideous clarity in my mind’s eye. The thing would take off, fly out to the site where Mu languished beneath the waves of the Pacific Ocean, and peel the planet like a fucking grape. No one would be spared. Mankind’s cities, its people, its greatest accomplishments: they’d all be erased in one single, impossible day.

Koschei would use all of it to power his jump to the stars. He and his people would return home to their native planet—and leave the Earth a barren cinder behind them.

I refused to let it happen. A red film spread across my vision as I screamed, rage inflaming the core of my being. The Primal Talisman lit up against my chest again and again, filling me with an animalistic rage like nothing I’d ever experienced.

But I still couldn’t move forward. The power of Gaia held me fast, kept me staring dead ahead at that insane, disgusting parody of an angel.

Emphasis on the dead.

“Goodbye, Prime,” Alexei Koschei whispered. He held that dreadful arrow for long moments, charging it with enough power to leave the rest of my clan blinded behind me. “It’s been a good war, I’ll admit. Perhaps my daughter spoke a few things truly, at that. You would have made a good ally…”

Behind him, the Universal Deconstructor rumbled like an earthquake. Even if Tindalos’s final spell hadn’t ripped a hole in Area 51, the massive robot would have been doing it for Alexei Koschei right then and there. Its eyes lit up, red and uncaring, its mission already programmed into the very core of its being.

“Die!” Alexei Koschei roared. He loosed the arrow of light, aiming it straight for my heart.

I wish I could say I did something clever then. That I’d been holding back some reserve of power, or that I had some trick up my sleeve the Atlantean had never seen coming. That all along, I’d been practicing some special jiu jitsu I hadn’t told you about until now, just so that you wouldn’t be spoiled on my brilliant move.

None of that happened. None of that saved me.

In the end, it was Yulia.

As the golden arrow soared through the air, I caught a flash of motion in my peripheral vision. The redhead leaped past me, a look of horror and anger spreading across her face as she put herself between her father’s deadly attack and the man she’d sworn to obey.

“Father, no!” she screamed, as if she could somehow hold back the spell. As if she could turn back time. “You can’t!”

Alexei’s triumph turned to alarm. He reached out toward the spell, but it was already far too late to stop what he’d unleashed.

The spell struck his daughter directly in the breastbone, piercing her through with a powerful blast of magic. What made its way through her gorgeous body split, refracting into a thousand pinpricks of light. These burned me, leaving my skin as red and ragged as if I’d just escaped a roaring bonfire. But I didn’t feel it. I didn’t care.

All I could see was her.

“Yulia!” I roared, catching her as she fell. Blood spilled from between her lips, though her dying would be a great deal faster than what had happened to Tindalos. Already the wound where she’d been pierced had soaked through her dress, staining my hand crimson as I touched it. “No, Yulia! Oh fuck, what did you do to her!”

Koschei’s lip trembled. The man had gone as white as a sheet—even his alien visage looked horrified by what he’d done. His robes looked a little less stately as he missed a step, nearly going down on one knee.

“I… I didn’t mean…” the Atlantean whispered. “I wasn’t trying to…”

Yulia let out a little gasp, then managed to roll over in my arms. She faced her father, looking so frail and yet so fierce at the same time. She smiled.

“Somehow I always knew you’d be the one to kill me.” She chuckled, clutching at her wound. “Can’t say I ever expected it to go down like this, though…”

“Yulia!” For a moment, Alexei Koschei looked honestly heartbroken, and a whole world hung in the balance. Was there anything we could have said to sway him in that moment? To turn him from the path of evil and halt his plans in their tracks?

Probably not. But I didn’t really try, either. I wanted the man dead.

“Daughter,” Alexei grunted, sinking to a knee next to Yulia. “You shouldn’t have done this, dear. You shouldn’t have gotten in my way…”

“I’ve always been in your way,” Yulia managed weakly. Though she must have been on her last legs, she still managed to shake her head and roll her eyes at her father. A brat to the very end, I thought, not without pride. “Fuck you, Dad. You make me sick!”

The shutters slammed down on Alexei Koschei’s face. He rose to his full, imperious height, looming over his fallen progeny like the Grim Reaper himself. Any passing bit of conscience he’d felt upon seeing what he’d done had long since vanished—he didn’t care what happened to Yulia, not any more. Fucker.

“I think we’re about done here,” the man said, speaking to himself. “You’ve dealt me an unexpected blow, taking my daughter away, Prime, but that won’t change my mission. It will only relieve me of unnecessary deadweight along the way.”

“Deadweight?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “That’s how you talk about your own daughter?”

“I believe she calls you Daddy now,” Koschei hissed, charging up another one of those horrible arrows. “Regardless, there was no way around this. You’ll all just have to die…”

Alexei Koschei trailed off, seeing the look on my face.

“What?” the Atlantean asked. “What are you staring at—?”

He glanced down. And saw what I’d been seeing for the last few seconds. Seeing and trying to make fit into some mold that made sense.

The Gaia face on Koschei’s Talisman—its eyes were no longer closed. In fact, they were wide open. As were its mouth.

The thing was screaming.

“PAIN!” the Gaia face across Koschei’s chest roared. Its yell split the Earth in two, set the ground shaking like the bedrock had been replaced by gelatin. “So much PAIN! Make the hurting stop, Prime, you PROMISED you would make it stop…!”

The shine around the Gaia’s Talisman dulled to a low, flickering glow. As it faded, the power left Alexei Koschei, ripping away his angel’s wings and fancy robes. Within the span of a few heartbeats, the Atlantean stood before me once again. Powerful, but not invincible.

Yulia’s sacrifice had just given us the chance to attack.

“No!” Koschei roared, shaking the Talisman with his face nearly touching the stone woman’s. “You can’t do this to me! Work, you stupid piece of shit! I command you to grant me more power!”

“Looks like your credit just ran out,” I told the man, holding the bleeding body of his daughter. Yulia was still alive, but just barely. There was something I had to do in order to stop that, but I was hoping my mates would jump into the fray so that I could do it without being stopped by Alexei Koschei. The son of a bitch would probably ensure his own daughter died if he knew what I planned.

Koschei looked at the pack of beautiful, deadly women flanking me, then stared back at the Universal Deconstructor. I could see his mind working feverishly, calculating the odds he could survive a full-frontal assault against all of us without the powers of the Earth itself on his side.

Evidently, he didn’t like the numbers.

He ran.

Pointing a finger at the Universal Deconstructor, he sent another blast of power at it that awakened it to full motion. Its engines roared to life as the whole thing began to rise, something like Godzilla and the army dispatched to destroy Godzilla all rolled into one. Even as it crashed through the ceiling, raining debris down on the subterranean lab, Koschei was running. He threw a hand toward the wall, summoning a glittering portal of light in the solid stone.

“Stop him!” Felicia growled, flexing her hawk’s wings. “Nick, you’ve got to catch him before he makes it through that portal!”

If I’d thrown Yulia down to the ground and jumped at the Atlantean right then and there, I might have been able to stop him from making it to the door in the stone. I could have tackled him, wrestled him to the concrete, and ripped out his throat right then and there. Without the power of Gaia on his side, I’d have been able to take him—I felt reasonably sure of it. The rage in my veins told me to do it, to secure the kill and not give a fuck about anything else standing in my way.

But I looked down at Yulia. At the pale, bleeding Atlantean who’d agreed to serve me without needing to be bound as my mate. Who was willing to put the ancient war between her people and Natasha’s people aside in order to make peace. Who wanted to bring humanity into a new Golden Age where my clan and I were on top.

I couldn’t let that dream die.

By the time my mates reached me, I already had the Talisman out and over my head. “Here,” I said, gripping the seventh Talisman I’d looted from Dr. Ahriman’s body. “This is for you.”

No ritual had given that seventh and final Talisman the ability to turn an ordinary woman into a Primal. But a ton of energy still resided inside that amulet. Some of it was from Dr. Ahriman, and some from Benjamin Ellis. I just needed to hope it was enough to stop Yulia’s bleeding, and heal her wounds before they turned fatal.

Seven Talismans, I thought, sliding the leather band over Yulia’s head. Six to turn my girls into Primals, and one to save the Princess of Atlantis. Yes. This is right. This is the way it was meant to be…

The number of Talismans no longer confounded me. I’d been given exactly what I needed.

The moment that Talisman touched Yulia’s shirt, it began to glow. I grabbed it and tugged it over her collar, letting it nestle in her cleavage as the amulet went skin-to-skin with the beautiful Atlantean princess. Yulia let out a relieved little groan and snuggled me tighter, her eyes closing like she was settling down for a nap.

Tendrils of light enveloped the Atlantean’s body. Beyond us both, the portal her father had used to escape sealed up like a zipper, leaving nothing but bare stone behind. No matter: I’d seen enough to know where it led.

The greater worry was the Universal Deconstructor. Several of my mates had made it to the controls, but from the way they’d begun pounding the control panels with their fists, I knew they hadn’t been able to stop the launch. Probably had been locked in hours before, unable to be stopped by anyone but Koschei himself. Keyed to his life force, as Yulia had said.

As the Universal Deconstructor rose from the chamber, I saw a shadow pass over its surface. By the time it faded, there was a smile on my face that the rest of my clan would later describe as ‘strange, and Mona Lisa like’. None of them had seen what I’d seen—and unlike them, I knew we wouldn’t have to worry about Koschei’s Universal Deconstructor destroying planet Earth or causing the end of the world.

They’ll figure it out later, I told myself, chuckling. Now we just had to deal with the man himself.

“Nick?” a weak voice whispered. “You’re crushing me…”

It was Yulia. I’d been holding her so tightly that she could hardly get air. Though she didn’t seem to mind it a bit—her arms encircled me, holding on to my muscles like a shipwreck survivor clinging to driftwood. Blood still stained her fine Atlantean garments, but the wounds the liquid had come from had healed up, the skin beneath smooth and pale like she’d never been wounded.

“Sorry,” I said, helping her to her feet. “Got a little carried away. You feeling alright?”

The rest of my mates crowded around, amazed to see Yulia alive and standing. It was Valetta who finally dared come up to Yulia and tug the band of the Talisman around her slender neck. Once my girls saw that, they understood.

Yulia was mine now, even if I hadn’t even rounded second base with her yet. She’d never serve another man ever again, not even at the cost of her life. She was a full-fledged member of our clan, and not a one of them would ever say different.

Yulia looked around the destroyed chamber, her eyes telling us all she couldn’t believe she was still alive. That I’d saved her. That I’d preserved the daughter of my hated enemy.

“Nothing a week on some Caribbean beach filled with margaritas and threesomes won’t fix,” she said, shaking out her long red locks. My girls chuckled at that—Yulia knew what kind of answer they liked. “How about you, Prime? You had a chance to kill my father, and you didn’t take it. I… I admit, I’m shocked that you chose saving my life over saving the world. Don’t get me wrong, I’m pleased—pleased as hell. I love you, Prime. I just can’t believe you chose me…”

“What do you mean?” I said, sliding a hand around Yulia’s waist with a chuckle. “I know exactly where your bastard of a father is going, Yulia. You, me and all the rest of us are going to stop him. This world isn’t over yet—not by a longshot!”

Hand this to Yulia—even on death’s door mere moments ago, she caught up with me faster than most women could. “The Rishathra?” she asked.

I nodded. “You’re going to take me there. And then we’re going to finish this.”

I could see the wheels turning behind Yulia’s eyes. Finally a fierce grin split her cheeks, her eyes shining with anticipation. “I know how we can get there quickly,” she said, glancing down at her blood-stained rags. “I don’t suppose I have time to change before we teleport to Atlantis?”

The thought of leaping into a portal and ending up in that undersea kingdom filled my women with the thrill of adventure. A ripple passed through the clan as they whispered to each other, all psyching each other up for the final fight.

“Hell no,” I told Yulia. “I want your dad to see that and know exactly what the fuck he’s done.” I ran a finger down her side. “Though you could fight nude if you really wanted to…”

Yulia blushed at that. “I don’t think so,” she said, shaking her head. “Later though, Prime, I would love to strip down for you. In whatever context you think best.”

Then something happened that I thought completely impossible.

Natasha Perkov emerged from the crowd and took Yulia’s hand. “Lead the way,” she told the redheaded princess, brushing a lock of hair away from her face. “Let’s get this done, so we can have the man we know deserves to rule the world in charge!”

Mu and Atlantis, united at last, I thought, a dizzy feeling washing over me as I watched the enmity and bitterness wash away between the two beautiful ladies. As Natasha helped Yulia away from her own deathbed, I couldn’t help but notice how the two almost looked like friends. Would wonders never cease?

Maybe. We’d need at least one more wonder if we were going to save the world.

And Atlantis was where we’d find it.


Chapter 27

“Holy shit,” Mira said, her face pressed against the glass. “This is Atlantis!”

I glanced back from the shimmering portal, one hand around Felicia’s wrist as I guided the underwear model through the teleport station. Glass tunnels stretched beneath the ocean, with the faded, spindly buildings of Old Atlantis slowly rotting in the deep ocean on the other side of the windows. Mira was my first mate to jump through the portal after Yulia opened it, and she’d been gawking at the undersea kingdom ever since.

“Help me get the rest of the girls,” I told the tiger shifter. “You’d think women with the ability to level a city when they get pissed off wouldn’t be skittish about a little portal…”

Together, we got the rest of the girls to Atlantis. Yulia and Natasha headed up the rear, the former sealing up the glowing oblong in the air as she stepped through. The two of them looked like besties now—like they’d been hanging out and having sleepovers for years, instead of being allied for a few minutes. It was amazing how quickly old rivalries were forgotten when you had a united purpose: Me. The Prime. The Autarch.

Atlantis looked much the same as I remembered it. When I’d come here with Yulia for the first time, the ruins of the undersea kingdom had been filled with mystery and wonder. Now, knowing what they were and who prepared to use them for fuel in order to jump to the stars, they did little more than irritate me.

We’ll keep them as a museum once this is all over, I told myself. Atlantis and Mu both. But we’ll never settle here. My kingdom is above the waves now, and that’s all there is to it.

Each of my girls had a similar reaction upon laying eyes on Atlantis for the first time. Their faces filled with shock, along with the curious sense of nostalgia I only realized later was from them comparing its splendor to their childhood memories of The Little Mermaid. Doubtless all of my women had fantasized about being King Triton’s princess at one time or another, but those decaying, scaly spires held little more than danger for such as them.

Once we were all through, Yulia took the lead. “My father has passed through here,” she said, running her fingers over a patch of dirty water on the floor. “Recently. He’s not running, not yet, but once he realizes we’ve followed him home, he will be.”

I didn’t have time to ask Yulia how she knew all that. “Lead the way,” I told the Atlantean. “My girls and I will follow you.”

Yulia did exactly that. She double-timed it through the glass tubes, sparing no time to look around at all the undersea marvels on display. Natasha Perkov kept pace, while the rest of the mates followed a step or two behind. I brought up the rear, as I had a little housekeeping to do while we zeroed in on Koschei.

As I rounded a corner in the long glass tube, I reached for the pearl in my ear. “Sophie?” I asked. “Alison? How’s it going topside?”

There was static for a long moment, which convinced me my girls weren’t going to be able to get in contact with me. The distance was simply too great—they were expecting us to be in Area 51, not in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. Even if they could pick up a signal, we were hundreds of feet below the ocean, with water separating us from the civilized world.

Then the static cleared. Let this be a lesson to you: never, ever, underestimate the power of magic.

“Nick?” It was Alison. “Where the hell are you, baby? That thing burst out of Area 51, and you and the rest of the clan just disappeared!”

It was that thing I was worried about. “We’re fine,” I told her quickly—I didn’t want her to worry. “Are you and Sophie alright? Did the base manage to stand up to the Universal Deconstructor, or did it blow the whole place up on its way out?”

Alison just sounded thrilled to hear my voice again. “Soph’s okay,” she said, her lips getting a little closer to the mic in a way that sent shivers down my spine. Good shivers, too. “I thought the stress would be too much for her, but she’s really thriving. She’s currently leading the topside crew in trying to put out the fires in the facility—she still thinks you and the rest of the girls are down there somewhere. She’s going to be so relieved you’re okay!”

“Not as relieved as I am that you and her are okay,” I said, meaning it from the bottom of my heart. “I’m assuming you’re tracking that overgrown bug robot, then?”

I could feel Alison nodding over the line. “The Universal Deconstructor, right? We’ve got radar on it. It’s heading west, and fast. Over the Pacific. Where the hell is it headed?”

“Natasha’s old stomping grounds,” I said, a smile spreading across my face. I was still thinking about that shadow. “Listen, I need you to do me a favor.”

“Anything,” she said without hesitation. That was one of the things I loved best about Alison. I could be asking for a blowjob or an assassination, and she’d take both in complete stride.

I dropped my voice a bit, just so no one else could hear. There was no telling who might be surveilling us as we made our way through the tunnels. “I need you to find a way to connect to the comms system here. Lock in on my signal and start working as fast as you can. But keep an eye on the Universal Deconstructor, too. I’m going to want you to upload something to this place’s screens in a hurry.”

“What?” Alison sounded game, but also more than a little confused. “I can do it, Nick, but what are you planning? And how the fuck are we going to stop that Universal Deconstructor?”

“Never you mind. Oh, and don’t let the military fire on that robot or anything stupid like that. We don’t need to worry about the Deconstructor right now. You just get me access to screens and comms for now. And when you get a signal coming in from the West, you key it into Atlantis as fast as you can. Got it?”

Alison was laughing now. “I got it. But I still don’t understand what the hell is this is all for.”

“And you don’t need to. You trust me, right?”

Alison sighed in a way that told me she’d never not trust me. “Always,” she purred.

“Good girl,” I told her, giving her the verbal equivalent of a smack on the ass. “Keep an ear to the ground and an eye to the sky for me. Let me know if there’s any nasty surprises waiting for us.”

With that, I closed the line for the moment. When I looked up, Felicia was staring at me with a confused expression on her face. She’d been listening in, which wasn’t really a problem, but I still wasn’t a fan of it.

“What was that all about?” the underwear model asked, matching my stride smoothly as we walked deeper beneath the waves.

“Just a little plan,” I told her, grinning. “Don’t worry.”

The path tread sharply downward, the tubes all funneling to a single point near the ocean floor. I recognized the building Yulia was leading us toward—it was the same one that housed the elevator leading deep into the rock beneath Atlantis. Down there, the Rishathra waited for us—the spaceship that had originally brought the alien Atlanteans to our planet. Once powered back up, it would bring them to the stars once more, at the cost of all life on Earth.

I also recognized the man waiting for the elevator. He was little more than a blurry form from this distance, distorted by the water and the glass, but there was no mistaking Alexei Koschei. Bastard.

He took one look at us and freaked. Even from so far away, I could see his eyes bugging out like saucers as he realized not just me but my entire clan had made their way down to Atlantis. After stabbing Yulia through the heart, it must have felt like the final betrayal.

Yulia threw a hand into the air as her walk turned into a run. “Hello, father!” she yelled, her voice poisonously cheerful as my mates raced behind her. “Good news—I’m still alive!”

All around the redheaded Atlantean, my girls activated their animal forms. Wings erupted from Felicia’s back as she embraced the aspect of the hawk, flying through the undersea tunnel over the heads of the rest of my mates. Mira loped as a tiger, Valetta spun as a locust. None of them had reached for their Primal forms yet, as they didn’t need them. Right now, they focused on speed, racing with all their might for the elevator platform where Alexei Koschei waited.

It occurred to me right then and there that I could win the battle—just destroy the elevator platform entirely, and let the ocean do the rest. Except I couldn’t be sure. Even explosive decompression might not destroy Alexei Koschei completely—not with his body protected by the energy of Gaia. And even if that energy had been able to flee him temporarily, it would only be a matter of time before the Atlantean managed to re-bind and re-enslave the spirit of the planet.

No, I’d follow Koschei to the Rishathra. And once I got there, I planned to either destroy the ship or take it over for myself. Either one felt like a good ending for me and mine.

Koschei watched the elevator rise nervously, even dealing a swift kick to the side of the platform as the whole machine slowly continued to ascend. It didn’t escape me that the thing was so far down because we’d used it to check out the ship the last time I was here. A clever little gift I hadn’t even meant to leave for the King of Atlantis.

Finally Koschei had had enough. With a growl, he transformed, shedding the last of his human and faux-angelic robes. His body turned snakelike, his bones replaced with thick walls of scale as he slithered to the side of the elevator shaft.

“Stop right there!” Yulia demanded, putting the power of Atlantis into those crazy legs. “Don’t you even think of jumping—!”

Too late. Koschei wriggled right over the edge, plummeting into the black. Somehow he managed to flatten himself against the wall of the shaft, bypassing the elevator platform completely as he fell toward the Rishathra’s entranceway. Clever, I thought, admiring the man’s cunning even as I wished for his death. No bones means no BROKEN bones. He’ll just turn right back into a fucking alien once he’s on the ship.

The elevator platform reached the top. Fitting my entire clan onto it was a squeeze, but a squeeze my girls gladly gave themselves over to.

Somehow Yulia managed to squeeze through the crowd of female bodies, taking her place by my side. Natasha appeared at my other shoulder, both women popping out of nowhere like the devil and the angel in cartoons. Except in this case, both girls were mostly devil.

“My father will be running for the bridge of the Rishathra as we speak,” Yulia informed me. “I showed it to you on our first visit to Atlantis—remember?”

“I remember,” I told Yulia. “He can’t take off, can he? If this ship leaves the ocean while we’re still here in the shaft…”

I tried to picture it and failed. It would be like the Red Sea slamming shut behind Moses, drowning Pharaoh and his soldiers. Only with about a thousand times more force. I might survive, with the Primal Talisman around my neck, but my mates?

And a life without my mates wasn’t a life I wanted to live.

Yulia’s lips formed a tight little line, and I knew the idea wasn’t totally out of the realm of possibility. “The Rishathra contains enough residual power to go airborne,” the Atlantean explained. “It’s actually quite powerful and fast where atmospheric travel is concerned. It could easily match one of your society’s most advanced jets.”

“Sounds like a hell of a ride,” I said, picturing what it would be like to have the Rishathra for myself. “Why doesn’t your dad parade it around the skies more often?”

The redhead snickered. “It would take decades for the Rishathra to be taken seriously as even an experimental aircraft,” she said, dismissing the idea with a wave of her hand. “The technology is simply too advanced to be believed. A plane that can go anywhere on Earth, landing on sea and mountains?”

It sounded damn good to me, but I didn’t say it. I also didn’t say that now that the cat was out of the bag, no one would look twice at an alien spaceship whizzing from LA to New York City.

“Interstellar travel, however, is another matter,” Yulia surmised, glancing over at Natasha Perkov. “He can’t leave Earth’s orbit without the fuel from the Universal Deconstructor. At best, he could cause a lot of death and destruction to Earth’s cities, but I don’t believe my father would do that. The Rishathra has been his ticket home for centuries. He won’t do anything that would risk it.”

“Speaking of which,” Natasha added, “what’s going on with the Deconstructor? Have the military engaged it? We can’t allow it to destroy my home and collect that fuel!”

I tapped the pearl at my ear, reminding the girls that I was in contact with Sophie and Alison whenever I wanted. “Don’t worry about the Deconstructor. I’ve got that all handled.”

Both women shared a confused glance. They believed me, of course, but they didn’t see how that could be possible.

“The Universal Deconstructor is powerful,” Yulia said. “Extremely powerful. Once it begins its assault, others will activate around the world. It’s the signal my father has been waiting for—”

I was already shaking my head. “I’ve got that part in the bag,” I told the Atlantean and the scion of Mu. “You two are just going to need to trust me on that. Right now, all we need to focus on is stopping your father.” The tube shuddered around us. “And making sure we don’t fucking drown.”

In the end, I needn’t have worried. The Rishathra was still parked on the ocean floor when the elevator reached the bottom of the shaft. Alexei Koschei hadn’t even sealed off the airlock—it was like he knew we were coming and wanted us to reach the bridge. No doubt the man had some nasty surprise in store for us once we reached his lair.

The halls of the Rishathra were exactly as I remembered them. Winding and crepuscular, they looked like the inside of some nightmarish alien vessel. Yulia led us through two long sections of hallway, each studded with an irised door at the end. At each break in the action, she pressed her palm to the security look and smiled with just a bit more worry in her face as the lock slid soundlessly open.

“It shouldn’t be this easy,” the Atlantean explained. “My father is planning to flee the planet—he should be throwing more obstacles in our path. Where the hell has he fled?”

We got an answer to both questions at the next junction. As the door irised open like the lens of a camera, my hawk eyes caught a glimpse of motion at the far side of the hall. I was through the door and bolting before I even knew what I was doing, new limbs erupting from my body as I gave chase.

“It’s Koschei!” I roared. “He’s running for his life!”

No wonder the Atlantean hadn’t stopped to set up traps. There was little time to play like Kevin McAllister in Home Alone when the enemy was just a few steps behind you. I hadn’t realized how little time Koschei had saved with his little snake stunt.

For the moment, the man had assumed human form. His ordinary legs carried him to the end of the hall, which obediently opened for him without need of a locking mechanism. He glanced back behind him as the door closed, a look of wide-eyed fright on his features.

“Yeah, you didn’t think you’d see me again, did you?” I yelled. “You didn’t realize I’d already been to your holy of holies! Your fucking daughter brought me down here, old man! I’ve seen your ship!”

The Atlantean hissed as the door closed around him. He held the whole mechanism open with one hand, buying him a few extra seconds to spit venom at me and Yulia. “Betrayer,” he growled, his eyes resting not on me but on his beautiful daughter. “I would rather you have sucked his cock! Showing him our home is the ultimate betrayal of Atlantean principles!”

“That’s why I knew it would piss you off!” Yulia yelled, a step behind me. “Honestly, Dad, it’s so easy to get under your skin! You should know I never had any principles to begin with!”

The door slammed shut just before I reached Koschei. Damn it.

“That felt good,” Yulia said, panting gently next to me as she fit her hand over the locking mechanism. “Fuck, all of this feels good! I’ve never felt so alive as I do right now, Nick. And it’s all because of you!”

Unable to stop myself, I swept Yulia up and kissed her hard.

We got the door open and headed to the bridge. Along the way, we found curious presents waiting for us: Alexei Koschei’s clothes. Or what remained of them.

He’d discarded his fine threads along the way, stripping down as he reached the command center at the heart of the Rishathra. I found the whole thing kind of funny, but Yulia didn’t. She hissed when she saw them, picking up the pace and forcing a couple of my mates to activate their Primal form in order to keep up.

“My father will be very dangerous right now,” she told me as we reached the door to the bridge. “We have to be careful.”

I nodded. “What’s with the nudist act?”

Yulia’s lips formed a tight little line as she worked the lock on the bridge. “Atlanteans don’t wear clothes,” she explained, glancing up at a monitor over the door as she worked.

What? “Really?”

“We’re underwater creatures,” Yulia said with a faint smile. “Even our ceremonial garb only covers about as much skin as a string bikini would back on one of your beaches. We don’t really do fabrics and nylons.” She looked at me like she was certain she’d mentioned that before, only she hadn’t. “You really didn’t know?”

“No,” I said, grinning. “But now I’m thinking about having you and Natasha serve me at court in traditional Atlantean attire.”

Yulia giggled at that. “My father is getting in touch with the old ways,” she said, banishing her sultry banter in favor of actual advice. “Which means he’s going in for the kill. We need to be very, very careful when we fight him, Prime. He won’t hold back.”

“That’s fine,” I told Yulia, waiting for the bridge door to open. “Neither will I.”

“You wretched brat!” Alexei Koschei’s voice crackled to life, blaring on a burst of static through speakers positioned all throughout the hall. “How dare you do this to me!? How dare you bring this filth directly into my home, into my HEART!?”

“Ignore him,” Yulia said, continuing to work. “He’s just catastrophizing. Honestly, he’s always like this whenever he runs into any kind of problem.”

“Really?” I continued to listen to the man’s ranting, barely able to reconcile the insane, conspiracy theorist tone with the sedate businessman I remembered from Benjamin Ellis’s basement. “He always seemed like such a chill fellow. I thought living for thousands of years had a tendency to mellow someone out…”

“He’s always like this when the chips are down,” Yulia said. “And they’ve never been more down than they are right now. Ah, here we go…”

Just like that, the bridge door slid open soundlessly. I recognized the comfortable couches—including the one I’d nearly fucked Yulia on top of the last time I’d been here—as well as the thick black viewscreen stretching across the chamber’s front. I looked at that for a moment, thinking of the signal and the instructions I’d given Alison.

Then all I could see was Alexei Koschei.

He’d stripped down, alright—but he’d beefed up to compensate. Each of the Talismans around his neck glowed with an unearthly light, bathing him in ethereal power. Tendrils of the stuff wrapped around him like a superhero’s garb, his alien body barely resembling the monstrosity I’d seen at Area 51.

“Got you now,” I said, stepping inside. Yulia entered directly behind me, one hand draped over my shoulder in a gesture of support familiar to girlfriends and wives everywhere. “Nowhere left for you to run, you bastard—”

Koschei snapped his fingers.

And the door separating the bridge from the rest of the Rishathra slammed shut.


Chapter 28

“I truly did not want this,” Alexei Koschei said, turning back to the screen. “You’ve forced my hand, Prime. Remember this: whatever happens from here on out is because of you. It’s your fault.”

Behind me, Yulia clawed at the door to the bridge, trying and failing to re-open the chamber leading directly to the Rishathra’s heart. I could hear my mates on the opposite side of the door, hitting the eldritch construction with everything they had.

It refused to fucking budge.

Koschei didn’t look pleased to see me. An expression of grim determination sat on his ancient face, along with more than a little despair. I supposed I could understand the latter, given that his only daughter had chosen me and my clan over him and Atlantis—but why did he look so damned sure of himself? We’d finally caged him in a single spot, the bridge of the Rishathra. He had nowhere to escape me.

He’d also managed to separate Yulia and me from my mates, which had probably chopped off a third of our battle power. But that didn’t matter to me. Honestly, I’d always expected the fight against Koschei to come down to a one on one duel—a knock down, drag out blood match. I was a little surprised that Yulia would be here to watch me put her father in the ground.

“It’s over,” I told Koschei, taking a step forward. “Why don’t you just surrender and save us all the trouble? Do you really want to die in front of your only daughter, Koschei? You want to watch her cheer while I rip your head off?”

Koschei acted like he hadn’t heard me. “The last thing in the world I wanted was for you to accompany me, Prime,” he said, spitting out the words like seeds from a bitter fruit. “But I suppose it’s impossible to avoid that now.”

“I don’t understand,” I told the Atlantean, my hands balling into fists. I could feel the spirits of the animals making up my Chimera Form, growling just beneath my skin. They were ready to be unleashed whenever I attacked. “This is it for you, asshole. You’re finished—”

The ground shifted beneath my feet.

“No,” Koschei said, sounding a little sad. “It’s I who am triumphant, Prime. It’s your mates who are finished.”

The Rishathra began to take off. Koschei hit a button on one of the consoles, and the black screen blazed to life with detailed graphs and printouts of the ship’s internal systems. A moment later, that was banished and we were all looking at a current picture of the ship’s front, as clearly as if this were the windshield of an automobile.

“You can’t fly away from your problems,” I growled, shaking my head. “No matter what you do, Koschei, I’m going to destroy you. I don’t care if Yulia has to watch. She can shut her eyes if what I’m about to do disturbs her. I don’t think it will, though.”

Koschei just shook his head. “You really don’t get it, do you?” he said, his tone filled with contempt. “I suppose a meathead like you wouldn’t. Let me draw you a picture, Prime…”

Before I could think of attacking, Koschei turned away and fiddled with the view screen. The picture changed, even as I felt the starship beginning to rise from the bottom of the ocean floor. We were no longer looking at the undersea kingdom of Atlantis—instead, the camera peered out over a vast ocean, dotted here and there with islands.

The Universal Deconstructor squatted over the waves like a cruise ship, its massive eyes focused on the sea.

“The Universal Deconstructor has already been deployed,” Koschei said in an almost bored tone. “It’s reached its destination: Melanesia. The land where that Talisman around your neck originated from. The place that Miss Natasha Perkov likely refers to as home.”

“Mu,” I said, the pieces clicking together in my head. “You’ve got it aimed over the ruins of Mu!”

Koschei nodded. “I’ve already given the signal for it to activate, Prime. Nothing can stop my creation from fulfilling its duty now. In two minutes, it will dig into the ocean floor, tearing right through the ruins of that benighted civilization. It will dig into the planet’s crust, searing it to a depth a meathead like you can only picture in books. Then it will peel the Earth’s surface, ripping a strip of the crust away like the rind of an orange.” He looked grimly pleased by the fact. “The UD will provide me the burst of energy I need to win this war, once and for all.”

I thought about the face of Gaia then, trapped deep beneath the waves. How it had been hurt beyond human imagining, and how it had begged me to stop that hurt. How it had even temporarily managed to withdraw its aid from Alexei Koschei, giving a last-ditch effort to have the man killed.

I couldn’t let the planet down.

But something else about Koschei’s speech bothered me, too. “That little chunk of Earth won’t get you to the stars. It’s not enough to fulfill your objective. You’d need the whole planet for that!”

Koschei waved my rejoinder away with a gesture. “Yes, yes, but I don’t need to go to the stars to kill you,” he said, activating a second screen. “I just need to get above the Earth’s atmosphere.”

I didn’t understand. Even when I looked over at Yulia and saw her face had gone the color of ashes, it hadn’t yet clicked.

“Father, no,” Yulia whispered, sounding recalcitrant for what was probably the first time in her long, long life. “Please don’t do this. You can’t—”

“I can!” Koschei snarled. “In fact, it’s already been done. The orders have been given, Prime. Even if you were somehow able to kill me—and I don’t think you’ll be capable, once you know what it is that I’ve done—it won’t stop what’s coming. All of your precious sluts will die, and there’s nothing you can do about it!”

The sound of banging on the other side of the door continued. I hardly heard it. My world had narrowed to a tight, vicious tunnel, with Alexei Koschei on the other end.

“What did you say about my mates, scum?” I growled.

Koschei’s smile widened. “Right now, they’re out there trying to get in,” he told me, savoring every venomous syllable of what he was about to say. “Have you begun to wonder yet why that is, Prime? It’s not to help you, of that I assure you. They’re trying to save their own lives!”

I looked up at the screens adorning the front of the Rishathra’s bridge. And for the first time, I noticed a little panel showing life support for the alien vessel: pressure, oxygen, and heat.

The bridge was lit up brightly, a glowing red light in a sea of darkness.

Koschei had only pressurized one room on the Rishathra.

“The moment we break the atmosphere, every bit of the Rishathra’s interior will be exposed to hard vacuum,” the Atlantean said with relish. “All save for the bridge, as well as the few cryotubes left with our original inhabitants inside. Everything else will be destroyed.”

The words hit me like a fucking truck. No, I thought. No, it can’t be.

“Your women won’t even have time to freeze,” Koschei said, rubbing his hands together. “They’ll asphyxiate first—and you’ll get to watch! Everyone on board will be killed the moment we break the atmosphere, save for the people in this room. Just you, me, and my traitor of a daughter.”

As I watched, struck dumb with horror, Koschei pushed a button on his console and opened up a third screen. This one showed a fish-eye view of the hallway outside the bridge, where my mates were all going completely insane trying to get inside. They’d all transformed, some attaining their Primal abilities in an effort to punch through, and they were now taking turns trying to get onto the bridge. None of them could make it.

Who would have thought that a simple door could prove to be such an obstacle?

“They can hear you,” Koschei said, his grin of pleasure letting me know my mates had heard everything since I’d stepped into this room. “Though they can’t see you. Why not let them know you’re with them, Prime? You can’t hold them as they slip away from this world, but you can at least tell them they’ll be okay. Go on, Prime—lie to them.”

“We’re working on it!” Mira roared. Next to her, Valetta stabbed at the door to the bridge again and again, using so much force that she broke the tip of one of her scythes. “Don’t worry about us, Nick—we’re getting in there with you! Just, ah, just give us a few minutes…”

But a few minutes was less than what we had. Already I could feel the Rishathra had broken the surface of the water—we were flying through the air now, gaining altitude like a Lear Jet after take off.

“Yes,” Koschei grunted. “We’re going to space, and you’re going to have to watch all of your little bitches die. At least we’ll be able to pick the Talismans off their corpses once we reach my homeworld!”

Koschei was right. He’d planned things perfectly. Once my mates were dead, it wouldn’t matter that I could beat him to a pulp—something inside of me would be broken. Listless. Unable to rise to the occasion.

But there was one thing Alexei Koschei hadn’t planned for.

That I’d have already beat him at his own game.

“Shit,” I said, shaking my head. “Looks like you’ve really fucked me up, huh?”

The complete lack of concern in my voice made Koschei do a double take. His eyes narrowed. “If you think you can beg me for mercy, you’re wrong,” the man said, his lips peeling back over his teeth. “And if you think your women’s powers will somehow save them from the vacuum of space, well—all I can tell you is that magical thinking has been the downfall of many a man, Prime.”

“You’ve really hit all the angles,” I said, gesturing at the camera showing my terrified mates. Something was beginning to happen to them, even as we watched: my calmness was cutting through their panic. They knew I had a plan. “There’s nothing you haven’t thought of, is there? You haven’t forgotten anything, Koschei?”

The man’s face scrunched up. “No,” he said, looking from me to his daughter like this was some kind of prank. “Why, what do you think I’ve forgotten?”

I pointed at the camera screen. “Isn’t there something missing?”

My mates got it pretty much instantly. Most of them had already realized before we’d assaulted the Rishathra: it had been pretty obvious the second they stepped through the portal. Those who didn’t see it at first had the bigger smiles, however.

“What are you blathering about?” Koschei growled. “If you think you can play games with me…”

“No games,” I said, smiling. “There’s someone who isn’t here, Koschei. Someone who slipped the net at the same time that you did.”

The pearl at my ear began to pulse, vibrating rapidly like I had a very important call. I tapped it, already knowing Alison would be on the other line. “Do it,” I whispered, then hung up.

“You’re mad,” Koschei said, his face going sour. “The imminent deaths of your mates has driven you over the edge. You’ve constructed some elaborate fantasy where you’re about to win—”

The screen showing the Universal Deconstructor flickered, then zoomed in. And in. And in.

“You forgot someone,” I told Koschei, unable to keep the shit-eating grin off my face. “And brother, the girl you haven’t noticed is one seriously crazy bitch!”

Alexei Koschei saw it at the same moment that I did. “No, that’s impossible,” the man grunted, his eyes going as wide as I’d ever seen them. “How did you…?”

Out in the ocean, the Universal Deconstructor lay covered in thick strands of webbing. Its servos and motors had been gunked all to shit, coated in so much of the stuff that it could hardly move. Webs covered its glowing eyes, forming a pair of arachnid handcuffs that bound the robot’s wrists to the wide oblong of its body.

As the camera zoomed in even closer, highlighting the Deconstructor’s shoulder, a figure could be seen. A seven-foot spider, giggling and cackling as the massive sack of eggs she’d laid atop the Universal Deconstuctor’s head continued to hatch.

“Yes, my babies!” Melissa Carter howled, looking both crazier and hotter than I’d ever seen her. “Destroy it all! Destroy it all for your father!”

Alexei Koschei watched the live feed of the Universal Deconstructor, utterly dumbfounded. “That’s… what is that thing!?”

“Oh, her?” I pointed at Melissa. “She’s my mate. And those are her babies. Primal spiders, since they’re from the union of a Primal and the Prime himself. They’re pretty fucking powerful.” I chuckled. “As you can see from all the shit gumming up the works on your pet project.”

As if we’d planned the moment together (we’d planned the attack, but not this), Melissa Carter turned to the camera and blew a big kiss at it. “Love you, honey!” She giggled, sending her message directly to me with that Harley Quinn smile. “Don’t worry, I’ll pick up the kids on my way back! You go kick some ass!”

The feed cut out then, replaced by alarms all over the Rishathra.

“Hey, Nick?” Alison’s voice whispered through the pearl in my ear. “Was that the signal?”

“Yes,” I told her, grinning. “You did good. Wait for us.”

I shook my head as I cut the line, striding forward. “That woman is nuts,” I told Koschei, doing it in a chummy “just between us guys” tone. “But she’s powerful as fuck. And the way she is in the bedroom—hoo boy! You know how they say the crazy ones give the best sex?”

Koschei was hardly listening to me. The man was far too busy watching his dreams turn to ashes, right in front of his face. “My one chance to get home,” he said in a whisper, watching as the Universal Deconstructor tried and failed to activate. Super spiders crawled all over it, giggling and chittering in arachnid voices as they webbed up what was left of the behemoth. “My one chance to get to the stars. Thousands of years of control over the human race. All ruined because of one horny idiot!”

“Hey, it was a team effort,” I told Koschei.

“I’ll kill you for this,” Koschei said. It wasn’t a threat, just a simple statement of fact. “There are no insults in the world, in my tongue or yours, to properly convey how I feel about you right now, Prime. Once you are dead, I will drag your corpse through the streets of every city left on this planet. I will desecrate your body in a thousand different ways—I will piss in your ashes and feed what’s left to those who called you ‘mate’. I will torture every person you’ve ever known—every friend, family member, schoolyard crush—before killing them. And I will erase your name from all history, so it will be as if you’ve never existed. This I swear.”

Damn. That was one hell of a litany. A litany of spite.

My girls had stopped banging at the door, knowing now that they couldn’t get through. Yulia was no help; she was trying to get them onto the bridge. Alarms continued to blare, informing Koschei that he couldn’t raise the ship any higher without the contributions from the Universal Deconstructor.

I’d gotten exactly what I wanted. A final duel.

One on one.

“Bring it,” I said, spreading my arms. “If you think you’re man enough, then let’s do this. Let’s see who gets to rule the world!”

Everything in existence rested on this one, final fight. I intended to make it my best.


Chapter 29

Alexei Koschei, it had to be said, was one powerful motherfucker.

He’d been burning empires before I was more than a shine in my great, great, great grandfather’s eye. His touch could be felt throughout most of human history, stretching back even to the point before humans were allowed by their Atlantean masters to start writing things down. The Primal Talisman had made me more than a man, and the blessings of both Mu and Gaia counted for quite a bit where raw power was concerned. But in a straight fight, me versus Koschei? The deck was still stacked in his favor. Heavily stacked.

Good thing I didn’t intend on having a fair fight.

I felt for the Primal Talisman around my neck. With the seventh and final amulet I’d looted from Dr. Ahriman placed around Yulia’s neck, I no longer had any of the original clutch I’d commanded left to my name. Only the original, the Primal Talisman, shining the same way now as it had in the back room of the Crest City Museum of Fine Arts the day it had fallen to me to identify it.

It was an extension of my body now. It was all I needed.

Alexei Koschei was across the room in the blink of an eye, his fists transforming into pillars of bone. One slammed into my jaw, sending me sprawling as a roar of pure, undignified rage broke from the Atlantean’s throat. Behind him, on the vast screen, Melissa Carter and our spider babies finished the work of dismantling the Universal Deconstructor. The alarms politely informed Koschei that without that primary unit active, the plan to tear the skin off the Earth had been aborted.

“You ruined everything!” Koschei roared. Tears flowed freely down the Atlantean’s alien face, though they weren’t the clear color I expected. Instead, they were that same sickly green that Tindalos’s body had been. “All I ever wanted was to go home! You think I like ruling over a disgusting planet filled with smog and apes!? You people make me sick!”

I feigned being more injured than I was, groaning on the ground. As Koschei loomed over me, his shadow blocking out the light, I slid away—reaching for the Hawk as I did so. I shrank down, wings erupting from my back and a beak forming over my mouth as I slipped out of the Atlantean’s grip. He swung one bony paw at me, only to miss and slam it into a bank of computers along the wall.

I screeched, pecking at the Atlantean’s head. It didn’t do very much damage, but for enraging him, it couldn’t be beat. And I wanted Alexei Koschei mad.

Mad enough to make the mistake I needed him to make.

I flew several circuits over his head, pecking at his eyes. His big, flat alien head made it too difficult to get the tip of my beak into those slits, but I gave it my best shot. He finally had to transform his arms just to stop me, turning them from thick bone pillars to masses of writhing tentacles. He lashed the air with these, transforming them into whips he’d have wrapped around my avian body if he could.

Tindalos all over again, I thought, landing and reforming. Locust this time, plates of chitin armor appearing on my muscles as fast as thought. At least this time he doesn’t have any back up!

Koschei charged. He whipped the air in front of him again and again with those tentacles, backing me into a corner. The first touch of that slimy flesh against mine sent numbness through my body, and I knew he had poison far outclassing Tindalos.

“Why don’t you get your oily tendrils off me!?” I growled, diving to the side. My locust scythes slashed through the air, meeting his tentacles, but even deep cuts into the limbs couldn’t stop Koschei from wrapping those appendages around my arms and legs.

Numbness spread through my body. Shit, I thought, struggling. Got to get a new form! Go go tiger arms…

Thick tusks erupted from my mouth and my limbs were infused with strength as I went sabretooth. The transformation gave me enough energy to shrug off Koschei’s tentacles, and I lowered my head to gore the man to death. Only quick thinking saved the Atlantean—that and his speed. He did a flying leap over my head, landing as gracefully as an insane alien can on the opposite side of the bridge. As he turned, he flung one hand out in front of him—and the hand snapped off!

It turned into a flat-headed spear of flesh in mid-air, sinking into my tiger’s thigh. I roared in pain and rage, my vision turning temporarily red. He’d struck a solid hit, and on the opposite side of the door, my mates had begun to worry.

The sound of their strikes intensified. I could hear Amanda and Felicia arguing with Mira over the best way to break through to the bridge, all while Yulia tried again and again to work some hacker magic with the terminal lock. Though it refused to respond to her palm print, she seemed to be making some progress. But not fast enough.

“You look wounded, Prime,” Koschei said, gesturing at the spear on the ground. “Maybe you’d better just surrender and get this over with.”

Throwing my own taunts back at me? He really did think he was going to win this. And why not? By any metric a casual observer could have come up with, Koschei was in the lead. My tiger leg limped dangerously beneath me, barely able to support my weight. I was wounded, and even if I transformed and changed out my limbs, some of that pain would linger. Koschei, on the other hand, looked fresh as a daisy, like he was just hitting his stride.

Confidence filled the Atlantean like a strong drink. That’s right, I thought. Be confident. You’ve got this, Alexei…

Koschei feinted to the left, then charged hard right. He dropped his shoulder at the last moment, turning his elbow into a hammer. He intended to use the wall of the bridge as his anvil.

I ducked to the ground, reaching for Chimera Form. In a flash, my limbs dissolved, new ones forming from my flesh to carry me beneath the Atlantean’s punch. I’d compared plenty of things the Atlanteans had built to the work of H.P. Lovecraft, but this one was all me—with my countless limbs, sensing organs and adaptive powers, I was the spitting image of a ‘Shoggoth’ from one of his tales of terror.

And like a Shoggoth, I was damned hard to kill.

Koschei spun around, looking angry for a second before that vicious smile resettled on his face. “All you’re doing is delaying the inevitable,” he whispered, cracking his neck as his limbs flexed and pulsed. “Look how much damage you’ve already taken, Prime. And you haven’t laid a glove on me yet. Time for this all to end!”

He tossed another one of those spears, forming it from his own body. This time I managed to parry it with a hawk’s wing, blowing it out of its arc—but Koschei could tell I wasn’t moving as fast as I should be. Poison? I couldn’t discount the possibility that there might be something arcane in those sharp poking sticks of his.

“Daughter!” Koschei turned to Yulia with good humor, ignoring the redhead’s attempts to open the door to the bridge. “Come and watch! I’m about to rip the Prime’s cock off and feed it to him—”

I struck Koschei with everything I had. He’d allowed himself to be distracted by Yulia, and I seized the moment like it might never come again. No time for subtlety or stealth—I threw myself into a full frontal assault, Chimera Form style.

Limbs of every type battered Koschei’s frame as I sought to knock him from his feet. He backed up again and again, surprised by the ferocity in my moves and my voice. The roar that erupted from my throat as I attacked was a fearsome thing indeed—enough to make any so-called ‘king of the jungle’ go running for the hills.

On the other side of the bridge door, I heard my mates cheer.

For a moment, it almost looked as if I could claim the momentum. But both Koschei and I knew it couldn’t last. The Atlantean covered his head with his hands, growing spindles of bone through his limbs as he let me batter myself against his makeshift shields. Try as I might, I couldn’t break through. Alexei Koschei was more than happy to allow me to rope-a-dope myself against his shields while he waited in a defensive crouch, preparing himself for the counter attack.

When it came, I was ready. Though it didn’t look that way to Koschei, Yulia, or any of my mates screaming from the other side of the door.

Alexei Koschei battered me to the side, using his new shield to parry the blow of my Locust scythe against his walls. One hand reformed into an all-too-human fist, but with enormous strength, lifting me right off my feet. I squirmed in Koschei’s grip, reaching for the power I’d been holding inside since the beginning of the battle.

I hadn’t dared unleash it. I needed every last drop.

“Impudent whelp!” Koschei’s fingers tightened around my throat, choking the life out of me. From somewhere far away I could hear Yulia screaming, but her voice sounded as if it were coming from the bottom of a deep, dark well. She couldn’t help me now. Neither could my mates. No one would save me.

No one but myself.

Koschei’s grin widened as he realized I’d been beaten. His face blurred in my vision, darkness tugging at the corners of my eyes as my struggles began to lose their fervor. Is this all there is? Koschei seemed to be thinking. Was it truly that simple?

“Got any last words for your sluts?” Koschei asked, arching an eyebrow.

His fingers tightened just enough for me to speak. “No,” I managed, my voice a harsh rasp. “But I have something for you.”

He evidently believed something to be those very same last words. “I suppose you’ll want to tell me to go fuck myself, or something like that,” the Atlantean said with a sigh. “Or perhaps you’ll think of some epithet concerning my daughter—very creative! Well, don’t let me stop you. Go on ahead, Prime! Spill your guts, make your final declaration!”

“Not… words…” I grunted. Blood trickled from my lips, and I smiled through it.

“Hmm?” Alexei Koschei leaned in closer. “What now? What did you say?”

He lifted me above his head. Only now did he see my smile, though he wasn’t clever enough to throw me away at the sight of it.

“Here,” I said. “I think this looks better on you.”

And I placed the Primal Talisman around his neck.


Chapter 30

When I put the Primal Talisman around Alexei Koschei’s shocked neck, several things happened at once.

The first thing was that he screamed. Not in triumph or even horror—more in that “I know this is a terrible idea that’s going to bite me in the ass, but I’ll be damned if I can figure out how” sort of way. He stared down at the glittering amulet around his neck in disbelief, his jaw dropping as he realized that yes, the Primal Talisman really was laying against his chest.

The second thing was that I unleashed the power I’d been holding inside me as fast as I could, because a heartbeat later it would have been gone.

There were no tendrils of energy, no divine wind of angelic fury in the bridge of the Rishathra. The power I’d been holding onto since my fight with Alexei Koschei began was a quiet power: one I’d gained in the ritual pool with Natasha Perkov. It was the magic of Mu itself—the ancient energy of the Earth, linked intimately with the power and the fortunes of that ancient, undersea kingdom.

And it was going to take me and Alexei Koschei right out of the Rishathra.

He didn’t see it coming, otherwise he would have dropped me like a fucking hot plate. But he was too blinded by the sight of the Primal Talisman around his neck. For all Koschei claimed his only aim was to go home and reclaim his place among the stars, the man coveted power—and he coveted the power of the Primal Talisman above all else.

It was that lust for power that ended him.

Suddenly the Primal Talisman slammed against his shoulders. It pressed down on Koschei as if it weighed a hundred tons, choking him as we both sank into the floor. My grin widened.

“What the hell?” Koschei gasped. Now I was the one that was holding onto him. And I had no intention of letting him go.

I closed my eyes and fell along with him. Water covered my eyes, then the top of my head, and when I opened my lids both of us were deep, deep beneath the ocean.

Alexei Koschei and I floated above the face of Gaia.

Koschei’s mouth moved soundlessly, bubbles spilling from his lips as he tried to understand what had just happened. I could tell he didn’t want to believe it—that we’d been thrown from the Rishathra, sinking to the bottom of the ocean near the ancient capital of Mu’s empire. And he sure as hell didn’t want to think about that face beneath him.

The face whose eyes and mouth were slowly beginning to open.

Geothermal vents spilled from Gaia’s open mouth as she stared up at Koschei. When I’d seen Gaia for the first time, she’d been in pain—her expressions had been barely insensate, little more than the paroxysm of a dying woman.

But now, seeing Koschei, she was angry.

And the Primal Talisman lit the Atlantean up like a fucking beacon.

I remembered what Gaia told me the first time I’d met her. It hurts, she’d said, looking straight at the ancient source of power around my neck. I’d never forgotten that. I couldn’t forget the way she’d looked at me when she said it—or the way she clearly wished she could rip the Primal Talisman from my neck and shatter it in return for all the harm it had caused her.

And now, Gaia finally had her chance.

Her massive eyes opened, each the size of a football field. The gray-green lenses within glowed with amazement, the mouth opening wider as both Koschei and I were sucked down deeper toward the vortex of that mammoth orifice.

I could hear Koschei screaming, although the bubbles spilling from his mouth muffled the sound of his voice. His words were unintelligible to me, but I didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to know that he was desperately trying to frighten, or reason with, the face beneath him.

Trouble was, Gaia couldn’t be swayed. Not now. Not after so much.

Her ageless eyes fixed on her prey, then moved to me. I could have been imagining things—after all, I’d already begun running out of air down there—but I thought I could see a glimmer of gratitude in the eyes of the Earth.

Despite the fact that it felt like the top of my head might go flying away at any moment, I risked what was left of my life to say something to Gaia. What the hell, I thought. At the bottom of the ocean anyway. I know there’s no way I’m getting out of this.

My second trip to Gaia was one-way. I knew it when I’d done it. I was leaving behind my clan, but at least they would survive, along with all the other people on Earth.

I opened my mouth. Bubbles flew from my lips, but the words I spoke were impossibly clear.

“I have a gift for you,” I told the spirit of the Earth. “I think you’ve been wanting it for a long, long time.”

Gaia’s mouth opened wider. The vortex swirled between her lips, reaching out and grabbing Alexei Koschei like he was being plucked from the ocean floor with two fingers. The Atlantean flared with power, his Talismans a messy wash around his neck, but it was the Primal Talisman he was trying to reach for. My Talisman.

Unfortunately for Koschei, he’d never used it before. And unlike me, he had no natural talent for it.

Gaia opened wide and pulled Koschei into her mouth. The Atlantean screamed as her lips closed behind him, sealing him away. A final flash of power could be seen between Gaia’s city-sized lips as Koschei put forth one final struggle, but already he was weakening. That flash was the final one, and then the Atlantean could be seen no more.

Gaia swallowed him whole.

A wave of dizziness washed over me. My head pounded like someone was hitting a jackhammer against the back of my skull. Must be the pressure, I guess, I thought, the world dimming as I began to pass out. I did it. I killed the bastard. I ended the reign of the Atlanteans forever.

I’d done even more than that. As Gaia finished chewing and swallowing, her massive lips curled in a smile. All around her, the ocean floor turned green and vibrant, corals and oceanic life practically exploding across the valley of her face. Whatever damage the Atlanteans had done to the planet wouldn’t be fixed in a day—or even a lifetime—but today, the worst of it had begun to reverse. That was a good feeling.

Gaia’s eyes widened as she realized who floated above her. As the world began to fade away, the face’s lips puckered just enough to send up a bubble from a vent far beneath the Earth. It floated toward me unerringly, like a bolt loosed from a crossbow. Like it had been made just for me.

How strange, I thought, my arms and legs going numb. I must be seeing things…

The bubble reached my head and spread across it. Suddenly I was getting air. The feeling of numbness vanished, and my vision returned. I was… alive?

Alive with Gaia staring up at me.

“Thank you for the gift,” the spirit of the Earth rumbled. Unlike before, these words seemed to appear before me in two places at once: they were in the shaking of the ground beneath me, and felt like they were being whispered inside of the bubble surrounding my head. “I give you this token in return, while we speak. It will keep you alive for the next few minutes—though the gas within will not keep you conscious for long. You will need to return to the surface soon.”

“I…” With a start, I realized I could speak. “How will I be returning to the surface?”

Was that a grin on Gaia’s ageless face? “I will send you back.”

I was silent for a moment, ruminating on that. Gaia, it seemed, had a great deal to think about now that she was no longer in constant pain.

Finally, the spirit of the Earth spoke to me. “You have done well to remove that man from my planet,” she said, her voice again doing that strange two-voices-at-once thing. “Would you keep watch over this world for me, Prime? Would you ensure that they never hurt me like that again?”

I wasn’t so drowned that I couldn’t recognize a job interview when I saw it.

“Yes,” I said, waving my arms to keep from accidentally bursting the bubble Gaia had put around my head. “Yes, I will. Atlantis and Mu both. I won’t let anyone do to you what they did before.” Something occurred to me then. “The Talisman that Koschei had. The one that was bound to your life force. It’s… gone?”

Gaia’s face grew hard and cold. “I have consumed it,” the Earth-Mother told me, and her words had the force of tectonic plates knocking together. “It should never have been. Would you ask for it back, Prime?”

“No,” I told her. Relief flooded me, and Gaia could see it. “I’m glad it’s gone. I agree—no one should have that kind of power.”

“Hmmmm.” Gaia’s hum shook me to my bones, nearly tugging my skeleton from my body. “I have grown to like you, Prime. I have a present for you.”

Gaia closed her eyes. Again she puckered her lips, and a single unearthly bubble rose from within her mouth. Only this time there was something inside it. Something I would have recognized in total darkness, that would I have been able to find no matter where it was hidden.

The Primal Talisman.

My Talisman.

“If you keep me from being harmed,” Gaia told me, “I will let you keep wearing that emblem around your neck.”

I reached out and burst the bubble. The Primal Talisman floated in front of me, and I grabbed it like a drowning man grabbing a piece of driftwood after a shipwreck. “You’re serious?” I asked, almost not daring to believe it. When I’d taken the Talisman off and put it around Koschei’s neck, I never expected to hold it again.

“It is a hurt,” Gaia said, her face surprisingly kind. “But it is a small hurt. In exchange for preventing larger hurts, I will endure it.”

I knew what I had to do. What Gaia wanted from me. Images of my mates flashed through my mind, those from Atlantis and those from Mu both. Somehow I knew the spirit of the Earth didn’t mind my dalliances with these women—if anything, it pleased her to know that I led them. That I could keep her safe, keep her from being harmed by the wicked designs of Atlantis.

That was a burden much lighter than some others I’d borne. I didn’t have a problem with it.

“Then I agree,” I told Gaia, holding the Primal Talisman over my head. The edge of the amulet pressed gently against the bubble around my head, flexing but not breaking it. Feeling more bold than I ever had before, I looked the Earth itself right in the eyes and nodded. “I agree to your terms. Will you agree to mine?”

That ancient spirit laughed. Laughed in delight, like a child who’d discovered a new toy.

“Go in peace, Prime Nick,” Gaia told me, more of that impossible, merry laughter erupting from her mouth. “Go and slay my enemies, and keep my people safe. Should you need to speak with me again, simply channel the energy you were given by the Ancient Ones.”

Her words spawned another vortex. This one pushed the Talisman against my bubble, and it burst as the Primal Talisman settled on my neck. Water rushed in, but I no longer feared it.

I had the Earth on my side. Gaia herself. I was in her employ.

“And should you fail, and cause harm to me,” Gaia said, her voice raising to a crescendo, “then do not worry.”

The vortex slammed me down, spinning me like a cannonball about to be shot out of a cannon.

“I SHALL FIND YOU!”

I shot skyward, flying through thousands of feet of ocean in moments. The water grew brighter and brighter as I rose, even as the burning sensation in my lungs became intolerable.

Fuck, I wish I’d absorbed the form of a fish, I thought, my vision beginning to blur. Coulda, woulda, shoulda. Definitely something to think about if I make it out of this…

Just as I passed out, I felt my face break the surface of the water. The feeling of the hot sun on my face followed me down into the dark.


Chapter 31

I woke to the sound of waves.

Consciousness returned slowly. My eyes opened a crack, seeing a velvet black sky dotted with thousands of brilliant stars. The air was balmy, cool but not cold, and of a temperature with the water lapping around my legs and hips. I lay on a sandy shore, a rock digging into my side. I groaned and crawled to the side just enough to keep it from poking me where it hurt.

I’d survived. Holy shit, I was alive.

I’m not sure how long I lay there on the beach. I definitely passed out, because the next time I was aware of myself, the stars had moved across the sky like shoppers in a queue. The water was no longer lapping at my legs or ass, meaning I’d either been moved or the tide had gone out.

A moment later, I felt a hand between my legs, and I realized I wasn’t alone.

Slender fingers unlatched my belt, sliding into my soaked boxers like it was the most natural thing in the world. I felt the press of a female body against me as those fingers found my cock, stroking it to full hardness in moments. I grunted, my eyes cracking open as the pleasure pulled me back to myself.

I opened my eyes to find Yulia, princess of Atlantis, kneeling over me. Stroking my dick like she’d been waiting to do it all her life.

She winked at me, the tip of her tongue peeking out of the corner of her mouth. Before I could say anything to her, however, she lifted her chin and looked out over the dunes. “He’s here!” the Atlantean cried, cupping the hand not stroking my cock around her mouth. “I found him!”

The sound of snapping twigs filled the nearby jungle. I tensed up, expecting an attack, but what came from between the trees weren’t my enemies. It was my mates. My clan.

All of them had arrived—even those I’d left behind. Sophie and Alison were right at the front of the pack, both looking relieved as hell to see me in one piece. None of them looked even the slightest bit surprised that Yulia had used her privilege as first one to find me to get a little hand action in.

“Where…” My mouth felt like it had been stuffed full of sandpaper. I spat saltwater onto the ground and tried again. “Where am I?”

“Melanesia,” Yulia said, her pace not slowing between my thighs. I was hard as a rock now, my balls bouncing with every stroke. “Qalito Island, actually. Right where the Primal Talisman was originally located. A little gift from Gaia to the world. Ironic, don’t you think? She’d drop you off here, as reward for restoring balance to the Earth?”

I felt like my reward was happening right now. “Jesus, Yulia,” I groaned, my eyes fluttering. “Fuck, that feels good…”

“It’s about to feel a whole lot better,” the Atlantean assured me. My mates had stopped a few feet away from where I lay, looking relieved to see me but in no hurry to get any closer. What the hell was going on?

I found out a moment later. Without a hint of self-consciousness at being watched by my entire clan, Yulia tugged down her panties and mounted me.

Holy shit! The girl wasted no fucking time. She lowered her hips onto me, the crown of my cock pushing through her folds and into her tight, Atlantean pussy. She was as slick and tight as if she’d been waiting her whole life to ride my cock, and as I bottomed out inside of her, the pleasure soothed away every bad thing that had ever happened to me on my journey to the top.

“Yulia made us promise to give her first dibs on you,” Mira said by way of explanation. “She wouldn’t hear a thing about, you know, waiting to make sure you had medical attention first or anything like that.”

“Please!” Sophie said, grinning from ear to ear at the sight of the beautiful Atlantean riding me cowgirl. “Daddy’s got the Primal Talisman around his neck. Nothing on Earth can hurt him!”

“Nothing not on Earth either, apparently,” Felicia murmured. The model watched Yulia’s hips bounce up and down, her grunts and groans mingling with the ocean surf as she rode me hard and fast. “Fuck, Yulia, you must’ve really wanted that!”

“Yeah… oh fuck… Nick feels so good!” Yulia looked like she was on the verge of cumming, and the way her walls gripped me oh so tight definitely added to the impression.

A moment later, Yulia did just that. My hips rose to meet her as my strength returned, my hands tangling in her long red hair. My lips found hers and kissed her hard, moving from being fucked to fucking as I pounded the princess of Atlantis through her climax. By the time it was over, everything between her legs was straight fire. I flipped her over and started pounding her against the sand, filling her still-spasming pussy with deep, savage strokes.

“Status report,” I grunted, looking over at Mira. “What the fuck did I miss?”

“Besides the gorgeous redhead giving you the fucking of your life?” Mira asked, flashing a lopsided grin. “We’ve been able to undo most of the harm the Atlanteans did. David Martin’s servers have been taken offline, and the Internet is on its way back up. Most people are happy about that.”

“Society is going back to normal,” Sophie told me. “Well, normal-ish. Kind of hard to put the genie back in the bottle now that the world knows about Atlanteans and shifters…”

I knew that. As I thrust deeper into Yulia, my balls slapping her hips every time I bottomed out inside of her, the Primal Talisman flashed with power on my chest.

“Good,” I told my clan. “Ah, fuck, fuck that’s so good…!”

“He’s about to blow.” Sophie giggled, nibbling her bottom lip. “I can tell—Daddy always makes that face and arches his back right before he drains his balls inside me…”

“He does that with all of us,” Alison agreed. “Fucking get that nut, babe! Make that Atlantean your bitch!”

My hips became a blur as I pounded Yulia into the sand. The pleasure built and built, becoming unbearably sweet. One more hard thrust was all I could take—I buried myself hilt-deep inside of Yulia’s perfect tightness, going over the edge as I erupted inside of her. Thick ropes of come filled the redhead’s pussy, spraying her down until every last drop was out of my balls and inside of the Atlantean princess.

“Fuck yeah, that’s right,” I groaned, burying my face in Yulia’s cleavage as I finished inside of her. Her tits tasted like sweat and strawberries, and I could have licked at them all day. “Fuck, Yulia, you couldn’t wait for me to be upright at least?”

“Nope.” The Atlantean princess chuckled, rolling off me and staggering to her feet. “I couldn’t wait one more minute without becoming one of your official mates!” She did her best to get her panties back on, getting them sloppy as she pulled them up. “Fuck, I’m one of the girls now!”

High fives were distributed all around. My women looked more than happy to welcome Yulia to the fold, especially after they’d just watched her be inaugurated as one of my harem girls. Ah, bliss.

“Your clan’s about to get a lot bigger,” Mira confided in me as she helped me to my feet. “Without the Atlanteans to control the media, everyone knows who you are now. Women all around the world know they can become powerful, beautiful, and nearly immortal by getting a Talisman from the Prime. Supermodels, actresses, and Olympic athletes are going to be banging down the clan’s door.”

I could handle that. But there was one other thing on my mind.

“Help me stand,” I told Mira. “There’s something I need to do.”

Yulia had just run into Natasha Perkov. The two old enemies looked at each other without any animosity.

“You two,” I said, gesturing to both women. “I’m sure you’re wondering whose offer I took. Which one of you is going to be in charge, now that Koschei is dead and civilization is free?”

The two women shared a look. The scion of Mu, and the princess of Atlantis. They’d been enemies for centuries—no, for thousands of years. But now both of them wanted me. It was crazy to think how far I’d come. Could I really be something that could form the basis of an alliance between their two ancient civilizations?

Only one way to find out, I thought.

“I’ve decided to accept both of your offers,” I told the pair. “Yulia and Natasha will rule together, restoring each other’s civilizations to their former glory. With the Prime acting as special liaison, of course.”

I was more than happy to be the jock celebrity Prime, while they took the mantles of leadership onto themselves. It was time for someone else to deal with all that shit.

I wanted fun. And maybe some babies.

The two women shared a shocked look. Slowly, grins erupted on both their faces.

“This is acceptable to both of us, Prime,” Yulia told me.

“Absolutely,” Natasha agreed. “It’s time to put the old animosities behind us. This is a Golden Age for the people of Earth—with you to lead the way.”

All my women looked more than pleased by this state of affairs. As well they should.

“I only have one other question,” I said, looking over the clan.

All of my mates looked to me, waiting for my request.

I laughed. “How the fuck did you girls get here?”

A roaring tore through the trees. At first I thought it had to be the tread of some massive animal, but then it appeared over the horizon. Massive and gray, with more flying buttresses than an entire medieval cathedral, it floated over the island like domination was its natural state.

I was staring up at the Rishathra. Alexei Koschei’s ship. The vessel that had brought the Atlanteans from the stars.

“That’s how!” Sophie said, yelling over the roar of the engines. “It can’t get to space, not any more, but its engine will allow it to fly over Earth for decades! We’ll be riding in style from now on, Daddy!”

I’ll say, I thought. As I looked up, I saw Melissa Carter in the cockpit, surrounded by dozens of cute, freaky looking children with spider legs coming out of their backs. My family.

As I looked up at my brand new starship, surrounded by my loyal and beautiful mates, I realized I’d just become what I’d destroyed. With Yulia and Natasha as the faces of the new world order, I would be the power behind the throne—the secret, invisible hand guiding humanity into the next phase of its history. I’d replaced Atlantis and Mu—with myself.

Was I okay with that?

I grinned. Fuck it, I thought. I’ll do a better job than those fuckers ever did.

With a whole clan of gorgeous, competent women by my side, I’d do a better job ruling the world than Atlantis could have dreamed of.

And if the rest of those alien bastards came down from the stars to check on their wayward children?

Then they’d find a hell of a surprise waiting for them.

End of Beast Shifter: The Primal Talisman
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