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Blood Knight: Vampire Slayer
A Harem Urban Fantasy Adventure



One


“Hey, Clarke?”

“Hmm?”

“I know this is out of the blue, but have you ever played Dungeons & Dragons before?”

J.B Clarke sat in the Engineering and Science building’s study hall, his brain fogged with the musty stench of the decades-old building his college was too cheap to update, despite its exorbitant tuition fees. It had fallen deeper into fog over the past few hours, immersed in a grueling software problem as part of his database coursework. So when Emma called upon his brain to switch gears, it was a struggle—but soon he ungummed his brain cogs and flicked his eyes up from his laptop to meet hers across the table.

Emma cocked a playful eyebrow, which managed to coax Clarke’s mind fully out of its code-induced stupor.

“A while ago,” he said cautiously, not sure what was behind her question. “Some of my friends were into it back in high school, but I haven’t played since I graduated. Why?”

“No reason, really. You just seemed the type.”

“The type?” Now it was his turn to raise an eyebrow.

Their professor had divvied up the class into random pairs for this assignment, which involved two students tackling each problem together. That meant they were supposed to divide the scope of their code between them and develop an interface to mesh their work back together.

Clarke had hoped to be paired with one of his acquaintances from the class—he hadn’t been at Chester Creek University long enough to develop any new close friends—but he’d ended up with Emma, a girl he’d exchanged no more than three words with before this assignment.

Not that he minded! He’d take about any excuse to get to know her better, and it just so happened one had landed in his lap.

It was a testament to the brain-dulling, soul-sucking nature of his surroundings that he’d managed to be distracted from her at all.

Emmaline “Emma” Rose possessed what Clarke thought of as an “abundant” figure. Her burgundy leather jacket, black miniskirt, and gray-and-black striped stockings each seemed to strain against all those curves, especially the high and heavy thrust of her breasts, almost as if her clothes were under immense pressure from the inside, ready to burst open from all that barely-contained femininity.

Her face was equally attractive with large, dark eyes behind horn-rimmed glasses and a generous—often smiling—mouth, all framed by a cascade of long, raven-black hair. The glasses gave her a “sexy geek” vibe.

“Well, are you?” Emma asked.

There was no judgment in her voice. No condescension or disdain. Just a soft, friendly form of curiosity.

Clarke had been a little nervous about how to approach Emma after class, worried about coming across as either too forward or too business-like. They were classmates assigned to the same problem; it would have been awkward for him to hit on her right out of the gate. Conversely, he didn’t want to keep things too formal. This was a golden opportunity to get to know her better, after all!

Fortunately, Emma had beaten him to the punch. She’d broken the ice outside class with a great programming joke: A SQL query goes into a bar, walks up to two tables and asks, “Can I join you?”

He’d have to remember that one.

“Why do I get the feeling this question didn’t come out of nowhere?” Clarke asked.

She flashed a brief smile. “Well, this place is boring, for one. And actually, one of my friends likes to GM. She put together this custom campaign, but we’re short one player. You interested?”

“I—”

Clarke paused to consider how best to reply. A girl—a smoking hot girl—was inviting him to join her and her friends—her very possibly smoking hot friends—for a night of pen-and-paper roleplaying. There was no way he could turn this down!

Careful though, he told himself. Don’t come across as too eager. Ease up to an eventual “yes.”

“Depends,” he replied guardedly. “What gaming system are you using?”

“Pathfinder 3.5. You ever hear of it?”

“I have,” he replied, his mind flashing through countless hours playing.

“Ashley likes to use Pathfinder as a base for all her custom scenarios.”

“Ashley?”

“One of my friends. She stopped by our table earlier.”

“You mean—” He almost said the blonde that looks like a supermodel, but instead replied, “the blonde dressed all in white. Long hair? Shiny hairband?”

“That’s her. My other friends—Sammy and Brooke—also play. Normally, the three of us would be enough, but Ashley insists we have four players for this one.” Emma leaned forward and gave him a crooked, knowing smile. “She can be stubborn like that sometimes.”

“Well, if she put in all the time and effort to make her own scenario, then yeah. I can see why she’d be picky about how you played through it.”

“Which brings us back around to my question.” She leaned back and draped an arm over the back of her chair. “Interested?”

“Sure. When and where?”

“This Saturday at my apartment. We generally start arriving around five, have something to eat, then pull out the dice around six—six thirty. I’ll email you the address. It’s about twenty minutes from campus.”

“Great. I assume I’ll need to put together a character?”

“Not for this one. Ashley has prebuilt characters for all of us. That’s part of the reason why she needs a specific number of players.”

“For the story?” Clarke asked.

“You guessed it!”

“What can you tell me about the scenario?”

“It’s urban fantasy, so the setting is modern day but with all these secretive magical elements thrown in. You’ll be playing a blood knight in hiding. They’re a hybrid class, sort of like a ranger or druid. Ashley gave the class a mix of magic and combat abilities. Very versatile.”

“Sounds fun. I’ve always enjoyed playing hybrid classes. More options make for more engaging roleplay.”

“See?” She extended an open palm toward him. “I knew you were the type!”

“Yeah, I guess you had me figured out,” he replied, returning a bashful smile. “Should I bring anything to the session?”

“Just a copy of your character sheet and some dice, though I have spares if you need some.”

“No, I have my own.”

“Figured you would.” Emma gave him a friendly wink. “I’ll email you the character sheet along with the address. Just need to get it from Ashley first.”

“Thanks, but I was actually asking about food or drink. I don’t want to mooch off your hospitality or anything.”

“No worries there. The four of us—now five of us—take turns covering the pregame meal, and it’s Brooke’s turn this week.”

“Got it, and thanks for the invite. You can expect me at five, rules and dice at the ready.”

“Great! Looking forward to it!”

“What about you? What’s your character like?”

“Oh, me?” Emma placed a demure hand over her chest. “I’m playing a succubus.”

[image: ]


That Saturday, Clarke arrived at Emma’s apartment a few minutes before five with a ring binder clutched in the crook of his arm and a dice bag hanging from his fingers. Of the housing options available around campus, this was clearly one of the higher-end ones—not fancy, exactly, but sleek and new with pleasant facades that looked like they saw few raucous, vomit-strewn parties or drug deals, which was more than he could say about his own cheap place. He knocked on the door with his free hand.

The door cracked open, and Emma peeked her head out.

“Hey, Clarke!” She gave him with a warm smile. “Come on in.”

“Thanks.”

She swung the door wide, and he stepped in, taking in the apartment. It was larger than the cubbyhole he called home—and cleaner, too—with comfy recliners and a long couch arranged around a low coffee table. Artwork hung on the walls in thick, black frames depicting a mix of anime and movie characters. Frames. She definitely lived a step above him.

“Thanks for the invite, again.” He set the binder down on the granite counter that separated the kitchen from the living room and tried not to look overly curious as he returned his attention to the binder. “It feels like ages since I scratched that pen-and-paper itch.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“Though, I do have some slight concerns.”

“Like what?”

“Well …” Clarke opened the binder and thumbed through the hundred or so pages. “I wasn’t expecting quite this many custom rules.”

“Yeah,” Emma replied, her eyes laughing. “Sometimes Ashley can go a bit overboard.”

“Where’s she find the time for all this, anyway?”

“Who knows? But you know how it is. If you’re passionate about something, you find the time.”

“I guess so. Just wondering if her grades suffer because of her hobby.”

“Nope. Quite the opposite, in fact. She gets straight A’s every semester, and I’m pretty sure she takes more hours than either of us.”

“You know her major?”

“Ma-jors, actually. Political science and history.”

Clarke’s eyes widened. “She’s getting straight A’s with a dual major?”

“Yep.”

Clarke shook his head. He flipped back to the front page, which contained the bulk of his character stats.

Emma glanced down at the page. Something must have caught her eye, because her brow furrowed.

“Uh, Clarke?”

“Yeah?”

“That’s not your real name, is it?”

Clarke sighed internally. Here we go.

“I’m afraid so.”

“But …” She made a disgusted face. “There’s no way.”

“I wish that were true,” he replied in a tired manner that attested to many similar conversations he endured in the past.

“I thought Clarke was your first name.”

“That would have been nice, but no. It’s my last name.”

“Come on.” Emma pointed to the name at the top of his character sheet, as if that would reveal some secret, really real name beneath it. “You’re pulling my leg.”

“Wish I was.”

“But no one’s parents would be that cruel!”

“You’d think.”

J.B. Clarke gave her a sad smile, because his full name was Joffrey Baratheon Clarke. His mother—bless her enthusiastic fantasy-loving heart—had discovered George R.R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire a few years before he’d been born and had “really liked the name’s ring.”

His father—bless his heart—hadn’t put his foot down, which led to him being named after a contender for “worst human being in fiction.”

It wasn’t all bad, though. Back then, most people didn’t have a clue who Joffrey Baratheon was, and the name shortened to the much more palatable J.B., though his parents had settled for Joff most of the time. However, his namesake’s anonymity had vanished once HBO turned the books into a popular TV series and thus elevated the character from “worst human being in fiction” to “worst human being in fiction, for whom people cheered when he died and then rewound to watch it again.”

And then the teasing began.

And kept going.

And going.

And fucking going.

Clarke couldn’t have been happier when the show tanked in its last season so disastrously that literally no one wanted to talk about it anymore. Even a global pandemic couldn’t get people to rewatch its dumpster fire of an ending.

That said, his parents had been less than sympathetic when he’d confronted them about his namesake, stressing that they had no way of seeing into the future and it could have been worse. They even shared the supposedly true story of a woman who’d wanted to name her newborn daughter “Vagina” because she’d never encountered the word before the obstetrician used it and because, “Thas jus tha purdiest word I eva hurd!”

Clarke shivered involuntarily. Yes, it could have been worse.

“Actually,” he continued, “I’m wondering how Ashley knew my name, because it seems you didn’t tell her.”

“Nope. News to me.”

“Will she let me go by ‘Clarke’ in the campaign?” He tapped a note on the page. “Because this part says we’re playing alternate versions of ourselves in the scenario.”

“Oh, I’m sure Ashley will,” Emma replied with a carefree wave of her hand.

“Will what?” came the unexpected response from the opening door.

“Hey, Ash! Speak of the devil.”

The newcomer gave Emma a cross look. “You know I don’t like that joke.”

“Must be why I keep using it, then,” Emma teased in a good-natured manner.

Ashley Smith rolled her eyes as she eased the door shut, then crossed the room with long-legged strides, high heels clicking on the hardwood. She’d dressed in all white again, this time with a short neck scarf to accent her sleeveless button-down shirt. She’d left the first three buttons open to provide a tantalizing glimpse of deep, firm cleavage. Her long, blonde hair practically gleamed in the light, held back by a metallic hairband.

She smiled at Clarke, but the expression held all the warmth of a business transaction. Clarke fought an urge to check his phone, almost certain she’d arrived at exactly 5:00 PM. She struck him as the severely punctual type.

“I’m Ashley.” She extended a slender hand, which he shook, and found she was all business there, too. “I’m glad you could make it.”

“Me, too,” Clarke replied, not sure what else to say, and trying to keep his eyes from wandering toward her plunging neckline. (Which was not business-appropriate.)

“So, what are you sure I’ll allow?” Ashley asked.

“He wants to shorten his character name.” Emma tapped her finger on the character sheet. “Just chop off the first two parts.”

Ashley leaned over the page, then glanced up at Clarke.

“You don’t want to use your given name?” she asked, sounding somewhat perplexed.

“Not really.”

“Why not?”

“Uh …” Clarke frowned at her. “Isn’t it obvious?”

Ashley’s eyes darted to the character sheet, stayed there for long, confused seconds, then zipped back up to Clarke. She seemed ready to ask another question, but then something softened in her face, and she shrugged.

“If you’re not comfortable with it, then use whatever you like. I only thought starting with everyone’s real names would make the scenario more immersive.” She gave Emma a knowing glance. “After all, if tonight goes well⁠—”

The door swung open violently. A tall, athletic woman barged in, four pizza boxes balanced atop one hand with absurd grace compared to the rest of her, especially when she shouted:

“Hey, bitches! I brought the meats!”

The second newcomer was almost as tall as Clarke, who was no slouch in the height department, though her shoulders weren’t nearly as broad, and her chest possessed a great deal more … topology than his. Still, the toned muscles visible on her arms and bare midriff spoke to an active lifestyle. Or curriculum. Or both, perhaps.

She’d tied her thick, wavy mane of brunette hair back into a ponytail and wore a baggy gray T-shirt cut off at the bottom to reveal her firm stomach, its design and lettering too faded to make out. Her jeans gave a similar impression of comfortable wear and tear with a few rips around the knees.

Her sharp, intense eyes caught his, but then widened suddenly, and she froze midstride, almost launching the pizzas forward before she stabilized them with her free hand. Her expression—initially loud and boisterous—became almost mousy.

“Oh. You’re already here.”

“That I am,” Clarke replied dryly.

“Uh … Hi? I’m Brooke. Brooke Hawthorne.”

“Clarke. Nice to meet you.”

“Yeah, uh.” Brooke held the boxes out as if offering them as an apology. “I brought pizza.”

“I’ll take those.” Emma grabbed the pizza boxes and began arraying them on the kitchen counter.

The rich, savory smell of hot cheese, meat, and marinara tickled Clarke’s nose, and his stomach grumbled in anticipation. Emma and Ashley busied themselves setting out paper plates, napkins, plastic cups, and a selection of colas at one end of the boxes. Brooke eventually unfroze from her awkward pose, gave Clarke a bashful glance, then grabbed a plate and began loading it up with pizza slices.

Clarke grabbed his own plate and surveyed the selection: three large pizzas consisting of pepperoni, meat lovers, supreme (also piled high with enough meat that the rare veggies would have cowered in fear if they’d been sapient), one medium pizza split into half pepperoni and half cheese, and a bag of breadsticks and marinara dipping sauce.

“The meats indeed,” Ashley noted with a sour glance over the options.

“The cheesy one is for you,” Brooke said. “See? I kept you in mind.”

“And what about our guest? You consider him, too?”

“I—” Brooke paused with her mouth open, then frowned. She faced Clarke. “You’re not a vegetarian, are you?”

“Nope.”

“Any allergies?”

“None I’m aware of.”

“You like pizza?”

“No, I love pizza, and the more meat the better.”

“Fantastic! I was worried there for a minute.” Brooke’s face brightened. “You’ll fit right in.”

“The point,” Ashley said firmly, “is you should have asked before you bought the food.”

“Whoops.” Brooke shrugged before adding another slice to her plate.

“Hey there, girlfriends!” said a petite figure from the doorway.

“Hey, Sammy!” Emma waved at her. “Would you mind locking the door? We’re all here.”

“Sure thing.”

Clarke realized he’d seen Sammy a few times around campus, though he’d never spoken to her. In fact, it was hard not to notice her, since she favored loud clothes and even louder hair, which seemed to be a different color every time he laid eyes on her. She wore a hoodie stylized with splotches of fluorescent paint, the hood pulled back to reveal a pixie cut of vibrant red hair blending toward purple at the tips.

She walked up to Clarke. “You Clarke?”

“That’s right.”

“Samantha Eloise.” She extended a gloved hand. “But you can call me Sammy. All my friends do.”

He shook her hand. “A pleasure to meet you, Sammy.”

“You ready to kick some vampire butt tonight?”

“Shh!” Ashley snapped. “Spoilers!”

“Oh, come on.” Sammy rolled her eyes as she grabbed her plate. “He already knows. You put it right there in your twenty-thousand-word lore dump.”

Clarke kept very quiet.

“I suppose you have a point there.” Ashley placed a single cheesy slice on her plate, struggling to disentangle the gooey strands gracefully. “You did read all the lore, right?” she asked, her voice tinged with uneasy hopefulness.

“I …” Clarke sighed. “Okay, I’m going to be honest here. I didn’t realize there was going to be quite so much material when I started printing it out. All I did was skim it before I drove over.”

Ashley sank in her seat a little and, oddly, her hairband seemed to darken a few shades. It must have been a trick of the lighting.

“Don’t give him that look.” Sammy flopped into one of the recliners and took a large bite from a breadstick. She continued speaking with her mouth full. “All I did was skim it, too. It was either that or fall asleep halfway through.”

“Hey, now,” Ashley protested. “It wasn’t that dry.”

Sammy snorted out a laugh.

“Well, I liked it.” Brooke plopped down into one of the chairs. “I think it’s a good primer for people new to the, uh, setting.”

Clarke guessed she’d been about to use a different word there at the end, but he didn’t give it more than a passing thought.

Ashley sighed and joined them around the coffee table.

With all the recliners taken, Clarke sat down at one end of the couch, fully expecting Emma to pick the other end.

She didn’t, instead choosing to sit in the middle close enough for their hips to press against each other. Clarke felt a jolt of almost electric excitement surge through him at the unexpected contact. He glanced over at her, and she smiled sweetly back.

“Something wrong?” she asked.

“It’s nothing.” He was about to start eating when he noticed Emma hadn’t brought a plate. “Not eating with us?”

“I’ll snack on something else later.”

“Not a fan of pizza?”

“It’s not that. I love a good slice of pizza as much as the next girl. I just have these”—she twirled a hand around as if searching for the right word—“dietary restrictions.”

“Ah.”

“I can only handle so much junk food before I get hit with these cravings and need something more, umm, nutritious to fill me up.”

“Got it. Say no more.”

Sammy chuckled around a fat bite of breadstick. He had no idea why.


Two


“You gaze down the decrepit alley,” Ashley said, “your eyes adjusting to the moonlit gloom.”

“Except for me,” Brooke pointed out. “Because I have dark vision.”

“Yes,” Ashley sighed more than said. “Except for you. The alley⁠—”

“What do I see?”

“You all see an empty alley that stretches back and then forks where the abandoned warehouses meet a high concrete wall covered in graffiti. Soaked cardboard boxes and rotting wooden pallets litter the path ahead, as do a few bags of trash scavenged long ago by rats.” Ashley looked up meaningfully. “Or something else.”

“My money’s on something else,” Sammy said, the crust of a pizza slice hanging from her lips like a fat cigar.

“Moonlight glistens on the damp, rain-slicked walls, and a faint, unpleasant stench lingers in the⁠—”

“What sort of stench?” Brooke interrupted.

Ashley slumped her shoulders.

“Girl, does it really matter?” Sammy asked.

“I don’t know. Could. Might be a trap.”

“Give me a perception check,” Ashley said.

Brooke rolled her D20 then checked her character sheet. “Nineteen.”

“The smell is emanating from the mounds of feces atop the garbage.”

“So, literally piles of shit?” Sammy asked.

“But what kind of creature took the dump?” Brooke asked. “That’s the important question.”

“Another perception check, please,” Ashley asked wearily.

Clarke leaned over to Emma and whispered, “Are Brooke and Ashley always like this?”

“Sometimes,” she whispered back.

Emma turned back to the free entertainment. Her hand grazed across his thigh, and he sucked in a quick, quiet breath. She’d been touching him a lot. Nothing overt. Nothing that couldn’t be waved off as an accidental brush.

But consistently.

She’s interested, he thought. She’s got to be.

After all, if she weren’t, why not sit at the far end of the couch? He’d given her plenty of space, but she’d plopped down right beside him and hadn’t been shy about it. So much so that he found himself struggling to focus on the game at times. Though, despite this, their efforts to work through Ashley’s story had gone well so far.

True to her word, Emma played the succubus, complete with a plethora of empathic abilities that allowed her to gauge the intent of various NPCs, if not actually read their minds. She’d taken to the role with gusto, already seducing two of Ashley’s nonplayer characters before “pumping” them for information in what Clarke admitted was rather arousing dialogue between the two girls.

Brooke was clearly meant to be the melee bruiser of the party, playing to her werewolf strengths, though she possessed a wider range of abilities than he’d expected. For example, her shapeshifting allowed her to take intermediate forms, enabling her to dip into her werewolf advantages while retaining most of her human appearance. At the moment, she possessed wolf ears and a tail—both hidden by her attire—as well as claws that could slice through steel like it was damp cardboard.

Sammy played as a sort of slime/doppelganger hybrid, which made her an excellent scout and assassin. She couldn’t mimic any person or object at will; she needed to prepare her transformations ahead of time, much like a classical D&D wizard had to memorize spells. That said, her slime form allowed her to ooze past just about any obstacle, and her touch attack could inflict a variety of unpleasant status ailments.

His own character came with a healthy mix of combat abilities and utility spells. Fifty pages of abilities, some of which struck him as grossly overtuned for the enemies they’d faced so far. Not that he was about to complain; sometimes it was fun being ridiculously overpowered.

The ladies seemed to appreciate having a blood knight along for the campaign—or at least their characters did—since they’d showered him with in-game flirting. There’d even been a bit of “penetration” involved, though since it had been with Sammy’s character while in her gelatinous form, he wasn’t sure it counted. “Technically,” his dick had been inside her, but his pants had stayed on the whole time.

So, yeah. Probably didn’t count.

Brooke’s in-game attitude had surprised him the most. He’d wondered if her reserved demeanor would carry over to the game, but it clearly hadn’t! She’d crawled out of whatever social shell had materialized earlier, enjoying the game with incredible gusto. She and Ashley were once again engaged in a verbal sparring session, so Clarke took the lull to flip through his spell list again, perusing the expansive options.

Meanwhile, Sammy rose to refill her plate yet again.

At the start of the evening, Clarke had wondered how the five of them would finish off four pizzas without leaving a mountain of leftovers, especially since Emma had declined any and Ashley had picked daintily at her single slice, but it turned out both Brooke and Sammy were voracious eaters. He'd expected Brooke to have a healthy appetite, given her impressive stature and whatever workout routine had toned all those muscles, but Sammy could pack the pizza away right alongside her.

Clarke hadn’t been keeping track, but he was almost certain the petite redhead had consumed more slices than Brooke, and that was saying a lot.

He had no idea where Sammy was hiding all that food; he expected most people with a similar diet would resemble bowling balls after a while, but Sammy’s lithe build and slender arms scoffed at the notion. Maybe she had a really high metabolism? He wasn’t about to ask. After all, what would he say?

“Hey, Sammy? What’s your secret to not turning blimp-shaped from all that food?”

It was probably best to keep those thoughts in his head.

“But what about—” Brooke continued before Ashley interrupted her.

“The time you’ve wasted dithering about the alley has not gone unnoticed. Three figures approach you from behind, all clad in long black coats, their faces shadowed by wide-brimmed hats.”

“Where did they come from?” Brooke demanded crossly.

“They emerged from the gloom.”

“That’s it? There’s an empty parking lot behind us. Shouldn’t I get a perception check or something?”

“You were too engrossed by the alley.” Ashley glanced around the table. “All of you were.”

“Oh well.” Sammy set her plate down and crashed into her recliner. “Sucks to be us.”

“Are they baddies?” Brooke asked. “Do they look like baddies?”

“You and you”—Ashley pointed to Clarke and Emma—“can both tell they’re vampiric thralls. You can sense the control spells on them.”

“I warn the rest of the party,” Clarke said.

“The lead figure reaches into his coat. He seems to be drawing a weapon.”

“Screw that!” Brooke snatched up her dice. “I grab whatever he’s going for and then beat him to death with it!”

Ashley gave her a look of tested—and frayed—patience.

“You’re too far away. Everyone, roll for initiative.”

The clatter of dice filled the room.

“Crap!” Brooke sank back in her seat. “I rolled a two!”

“Seven,” Sammy reported. “Not what I was hoping for.”

“Nine for me,” Emma said.

Clarke checked his die and then his character sheet. “Is my initiative modifier supposed to be this high?”

“Yes,” Ashley replied. “The bonus comes from your Mana Attunement perk. You’re naturally sensitive to changes in the surrounding magic.”

“Then I have a twenty-seven.”

Sammy whistled.

“You go first,” Ashley said. “Followed by the thralls.”

“Right.” Clarke began flipping through his spells. “Do I see anyone besides the first three?”

“No. Just them.”

“And are they spread out or bunched up?”

“Bunched up near the mouth of the alley. They’re blocking the way out.”

“Then I’ll cast …” He kept flipping until he came across a familiar page. “Right. I’ll spend three hit points to cast Blood Freeze on the entire group.”

“Nice!” Emma beamed at him. “Your spell should disable them for the rest of us.”

“That’s what I was going for.”

“Hell, yeah!” Brooke thumped a fist. “You go, Clarke!”

“Hold on. The thralls each get a saving throw.” Ashley rolled three dice behind her Game Master screen. “And all three twitch in silent pain before they drop to the ground in ragged, helpless heaps. A crowbar clatters against the pavement.”

“Can I pick that up and beat them to death with it now?” Brooke asked with an eager, toothy grin.

Ashley narrowed her eyes. “Once it’s your turn.”
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The warehouses turned out to be teeming with vampiric thralls and familiars.

“Whew!” Brooke gave her brow a theatrical wipe. “That was a toughie!”

“I like how you ripped off that one guy’s leg,” Sammy said, “and then used it as a skewer. I didn’t realize someone’s foot could pierce through a ribcage, let alone two.”

“It can if you throw it hard enough!” Brooke declared proudly. “How about you? You done with that hellhound?”

“Yep.” Sammy let out an exaggerated burp and patted her stomach. “I’m good.”

“I hate to be a downer,” Clarke began, “but wasn’t there supposed to be a vampire in here?” He looked around the table. “I mean, that is the reason we came⁠—”

“It’s an ambush!” Ashley rolled a fistful of dice and studied the results. “A cloud of black vapor descends from the rafters and coalesces into a large, hooded silhouette in the middle of the party. Forks of green lightning snap outward from the figure as it descends, striking each of you. Everyone give me a reflex check minus your dex bonuses. Except for Clarke; he can keep his.”

“Aww, come on!” Brooke grabbed her D20. “What for?”

“Because the rest of you have been caught flat-footed. He was the only one on guard for the vampire, and none of you bothered to look up.”

“Fine,” Brooke huffed and rolled her die. “Crap.”

“Look on the bright side.” Sammy flopped back and stretched her arms over her head. “Can’t be worse than what I rolled.”

“Wanna bet?”

“Your saves?” Ashley asked.

Sammy blew out a breath. “Critical fail.”

“Same here.”

“What?” Emma asked. “Both of you?”

Sammy and Brooke nodded, almost in unison.

Emma rolled then checked her character sheet.

“That’s an eight. Is that high enough?”

“All three of you are paralyzed and suffer”—another fistful of dice clattered behind her screen—“twelve points of damage.”

“Ouch!” Emma updated her sheet. “Another hit like that and I’m done for.”

“Tell me about it,” Brooke said. “I’m not doing so hot either.”

“Shush,” Ashley said. “All of you are too paralyzed to talk.”

“What about me?” Clarke asked. “I rolled a seventeen.”

“Yeah, you’re fine.” Ashley gave him a dismissive wave. “And even if it hit you, your Sanguine Shield is still up.” She sat forward in her chair. “The figure drinks in the last of the smoke, which flows low and fast across the concrete floor to his feet. His eyes glow a faint, malevolent green as he raises a huge black sword, its uncanny blade casting an aura of darkness.”

“Well, that’s not good,” Sammy said.

“Shh,” Brooke whispered out the side of her mouth. “We’re still paralyzed, remember?”

“I remember. I just don’t care.”

Clarke thumbed frantically through his spell list.

“The vampire charges Clarke and swings. Black energy scintillates behind the arcing blade.” More dice rattled behind Ashley’s screen. “The attack breaks through your shield, and you take seventeen damage.”

“Oof.” Clarke marked the damage. “I’m almost dead.”

“Your turn,” Ashley said, her tone low and ominous.

“Right.”

“Just remember,” Brooke said, “you’re probably the only thing standing between that vampire and a total party kill.”

“Sure looks like it.” He flipped to a page where he’d folded the corner over earlier. “Okay, I’m going all out. First, I’ll summon my thirstblade. Next, I’m going to use Sacrifice to boost its attack power with all my remaining hit points. Except for the last one, of course.”

“Of course,” Ashley said.

“And then I’m going after the vampire.”

“Roll to hit.”

Clarke picked up his D20 and was about to roll when Emma placed her hand atop his. A tingle of excitement jolted up his arm at her soft caress, and he paused and turned toward her.

“I think,” she began with a sly smile, “the situation calls for the big guns.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s what I’m doing.”

“I don’t mean in the game.” Emma presented a metal D20, held in the tips of her fingers. “Why don’t you use my lucky die? I only bring it out for special occasions. It hasn’t failed me yet.”

Clarke had to stop himself from letting a condescending smirk slip. Some of his friends from high school had employed bizarre rituals to “purge” their dice of bad luck, from putting dice in the freezer when they performed poorly to smashing them to bits while the survivors “watched.” He found their efforts ridiculous back then and that attitude hadn’t changed.

Math didn’t care about your “luck,” and there was no such thing as hot or cold dice, but that didn’t mean he doubted Emma. To the contrary, he knew some dice performed better than others. Not because of luck, but because they’d been manufactured poorly. This was especially true for D20s, where some of the cheaper offerings could be a little … egg-shaped, leading them to roll higher or lower than the statistical averages.

Clarke set down his D20 and accepted Emma’s “lucky” die. It felt surprisingly heavy as he rolled it around in his hand. The numbers were black except for the green 20 and the red 1.

“Thanks.”

She leaned close enough for Clarke to feel her breath against his ear.

“If you save us, I’ll be very grateful.”

“Aren’t you still paralyzed?” Clarke asked.

“Who said I was still in character?”

A knot formed in Clarke’s throat, and sudden excitement strained against his jeans. They might have been in relative public, but something in her tone of voice was very not public-appropriate. (He couldn’t say he minded, though.)

“You going to roll or not?” Sammy asked.

Emma stuck her tongue out at Sammy. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been paralyzed.

“That’s enough from the peanut gallery,” Ashley scolded. “But seriously, please roll.”

“Okay. Here goes.” Clarke let the die slide off his hand. It tumbled over his papers, then onto the wooden tabletop, hit a knot in the surface, rebounded in a different direction, then finally began to settle.

The red digit caught the light.

Not good! He found himself cringing, every muscle in his body tense.

The die teetered between the 1 and the surrounding numbers, then finally—with a surprisingly sharp judder—landed on the 19.

“Whew!” Clarke exhaled, suddenly feeling lightheaded for some reason. The moment passed, and Emma patted him warmly on the thigh.

“That’s a hit,” Ashley said. “Roll for damage.”

Clarke did so, adding over a dozen D6’s, one for each hit point consumed by the Sacrifice spell.

“That’ll be⁠—”

“Your blade cleaves effortlessly through the vampire’s neck, and his head flies off his shoulders in a spray of blood. The sword’s shadow-light flickers away as it slips from his hand. It clatters to the ground, and his headless corpse takes one step forward, two, then crumples into a lifeless heap. Your living sword drinks in a portion of the vampire’s power, and you regain your lost vitality.”

“Nice!” Clarke erased the damage numbers from his character sheet.

Ashley paused, eyeing each player in turn. Sammy raised a curious eyebrow while Brooke jittered excitedly in her seat.

“Also,” she said at last, “all of you are unparalyzed.”

“Woohoo!” Brooke threw up her arms in triumph before the other two could chime in.


Three


Ashley brought the session to a close shortly after the vampire’s defeat, and the evening began to break up. Sammy left first, filling one of the pizza boxes with leftovers and heading out with yet another crust hanging from her lips. She said her goodbyes at the door and let it ease shut behind her.

Clarke bagged his dice while Ashley folded up her GM screen and Brooke stuffed a greasy pizza box with her own leftovers. He rose and joined Emma and Brooke by the kitchen counter.

“Can I help with anything?” he asked.

“Sure, if you don’t mind,” Emma said. “Can you stay to help me clean up?”

“No problem,” he replied, his pulse quickening with a sense for where the evening might be headed. Emma had just subtly arranged for the two of them to be alone. “Always happy to help.”

“Well, I’m outta here.” Brooke grabbed her box and grinned mischievously at Emma. “Enjoy your dinner!”

“Oh, I’m sure I will.”

Clarke frowned as Brooke left. He’d picked up on an unusual undercurrent to the brief exchange, as if the two women were party to an inside joke, but he had no idea what it could be. What was so strange about Emma’s diet? Or did Brooke, too, have some idea of where the evening was headed?

“What’d she mean by that?” he asked, half playful, half genuinely curious.

Emma smiled coyly and shrugged it off without answering.

“I’m heading home, too,” Ashley said, her reference books and GM screen tucked under an arm. “Let me know how it goes.”

“Will do!” Emma replied brightly.

Clarke’s frown deepened, but he also didn’t let it bother him. He was moments away from being alone with the beautiful young woman who’d been subtly pawing him all evening. There were all kinds of ways the evening could improve.

He waited for the door to shut one last time, then turned back to Emma.

“So, how can I⁠—”

Emma’s lips met his with ravenous force, and her tongue pressed between them hungrily.

Well, he thought. That answer came fast.

His lips parted to accept her advance, almost automatically, almost without thought, and soon his hands found her narrow waist. She wrapped her arms around his back, pulling him close, the generous swell of her breasts pressing against his chest.

Clarke considered himself a fairly reasonable person, but at the touch of her lips, her tongue, her arm, her chest—all reason abandoned him, leaving only a core of voracious, almost animalistic want. He needed her, more than anything he’d ever sought in his entire life. His existence had been filled with a string of gray, drab events up until this moment, but now the press of her body had suffused his mind with light and color and the sweet, sweet scent of her.

His hand found the back of her neck. They broke for a quick, shared breath, and then their lips met again.

No words were exchanged. None were needed.

But a kiss wouldn’t sate him. Not here, and not now. Not after this. He yearned for more. So much more.

So much it hurt.

Oddly, it occurred to him that this didn’t feel normal—as if something alien to his mind were compelling him to act with such aggression—but he also didn’t care.

She seemed to sense the urgency of his desire and guided them back to the couch, where they sank into its massive cushions, her astride him, his loins eager to be freed. He explored her body, hands slipping underneath her skirt, tracing around to encompass her firm, shapely behind.

She giggled as she ground her hips against his, and he let his hands flow across the contours of her body, up and up, under her shirt and across pale, supple flesh to finally grace the lacy contours of her bra.

“Yes,” she moaned against his mouth, and then broke their kiss and arched backward. She crossed her arms and lifted her shirt in one fluid motion to expose her constrained breasts, then undid the hook at the back.

Her twin, perfect mounds bounced free, and she tossed the garment aside. He took hold of one with a firm hand, squeezing and kneading her flesh while his mouth found the other’s erect nipple.

Emma sucked in a sharp breath through clenched teeth, then let out a hissing exhale as his tongue played across her areola. She rose off him a hair and reached down, finding his zipper. She freed his lust, let it spring forth, then traced her fingers up across its veiny girth.

“Now there’s what I’ve been after,” she uttered breathlessly.

Before he could even think about what she’d just said, she pulled her panties aside and sank down on him. The hot, wet folds of her sex accepted him effortlessly, even as the walls squeezed in with delicious tightness.

“Fuck!” Clarke exclaimed, his mind ablaze with desire and the need for release.

Emma only smiled in reply, and her mouth met his once more. He grasped her hips, and she rocked back and forth atop him, urging his excitement onward, upward, guiding him through a crescendo of pleasure.

Her long, black hair showered across her bare shoulders, skin glistening with sweat. He cupped one of her breasts, squeezed, felt her grateful moan across his own lips, and rocked upward, thrusting into her to meet her grinding.

His crescendo peaked.

Exploded.

All of existence vanished except for her body, and he shot his lust up into her.

“Yes!” she cried, back tensing, arching, her head flung back, dark wings unfurling to either side of⁠—

Wait. What the fuck?

Clarke shook his head. Some semblance of rational thought returned to him, and he took in the two small, batlike wings that had somehow spread from Emma’s back.

“Whew!” She collapsed forward and kissed the nape of his neck. “That was scrumptious! I really needed that!”

“Uh, Emma? I’m not sure how to break this to you, but you’ve got something on your back.”

Her entire body tensed again, but not in an erotic way this time.

“On my back?” She asked. The two wings twitched. “Right. Uh, I probably should have told you this before we fucked.”

“Told me what?”

She sat up and regarded him with a serious-but-nervous face. This despite the fact he was still deep inside her and still, more or less, ready for round two.

“I’m a succubus,” she stated in a clear voice.

Clarke grimaced, then leaned to one side to take in the little wings. They looked like cheap props—sexy, but certainly not big enough to support a body in flight. Wait, why was he even thinking that?

He met her gaze once more.

“Sure, you are.”

“Look, I know this is unexpected, but it’s the truth.”

Clarke gave her a doubtful eye. “Is this some sort of roleplay kink?” He held up a hand before she could respond. “Because if that’s what starts your engine, I am all for it!”

“I’m being serious here.”

“So am I!” he replied, but the concern in her eyes suggested they weren’t being serious about the same thing, and he sensed round two slipping away.

“Here, I can prove it to you.” Emma spread her arms grandly, and the wings grew, unfurling beyond the width of the couch. “Behold! I am a⁠—”

Clarke wasn’t sure what kind of emotion was building in him at that sight—wonder, horror, confusion, the sense that he had stumbled into a part of his world that he hadn’t known about and wasn’t ready for⁠—

But all of that crashed away when one of her wingtips clonked against a lamp on the end table, and it teetered dangerously.

“Oh, shit!” She scrambled off him, dove across the couch, and managed to catch the lamp before it fell. She planted it back on the end table, then folded her legs underneath her and sat beside him.

Clarke—now with complicated emotions in places other than his drafty erection—considered her wings more seriously.

“How did you do that?”

“I can control their size and even make them disappear.” She smiled bashfully. “Except, I sort of lost control there for a moment.”

“Are they …” He reached a hand toward one wing, but then hesitated.

“Go ahead. No need to be shy.” She extended a wingtip toward him. “I’m a succubus. Touching me is kind of the point.”

He reached out and touched the dark, translucent flesh and found it to be both soft and surprisingly warm. Its elastic surface reminded him of the skin of a balloon, but more alive with muscles. Light from the lamp shone through, revealing a complex tracery of veins.

He drew a finger across the top, and Emma shuddered.

“Sorry. That tickles.” Her wings shrank until they were almost comically small.

“Definitely not a prop.”

“Nope.”

“You’re really a succubus?”

“Yep.”

“Then …”

With some effort, Clarke managed to stuff his erection back into his pants. Emma watched him do that with a slightly forlorn expression, and maybe he was a bit forlorn about it too, but the past sixty seconds of his life had opened up an entire tree of questions, and none of them were best asked with his dick out.

“Then,” he continued, “did you just suck out part of my soul?”

“No way. That’s just vampire propaganda.”

“Vampire … propaganda?” he echoed, his brow furrowing once more.

“Yeah, vampires control most major media outlets,” she said as if it were the most normal thing in the world. “Hollywood, books, the arts, and much, much more.”

“They do?”

“Yep. That’s why vampires are so overpowered in books and movies and stuff.” She rolled her eyes. “And why succubi have such terrible reputations—because that’s how vampires depict us. What we actually do is elevate the lifeforce of anyone we couple with, and then both parties reap the benefits. Don’t you feel invigorated right now?”

“I …” Clarke took a moment to consider his own physical condition. “Now that you mention it, I feel like I could run a marathon.”

“See? Everyone wins when a succubus gets it on!”

“Wait a second.” His brain spun. He had to put this in terms he could understand, if only for the comfort of familiarity. “So, you can literally buff people by fucking them?”

“I know! Isn’t it awesome?” She crossed her arms under her breasts. “Stupid vampires and their stupid lies. A lot of demihumans have bad reps because of them, but succubi get it worse than most.”

“Hold on a second. Demihumans?” Clarke asked, struggling to keep up with the avalanche of revelations. “As in plural? There’s more to all this?”

“Quite a bit, actually.” She smiled slyly and crawled toward him on her hands and knees. “But why don’t we leave the questions for later?”

“I don’t know. They seem rather important.”

“True, but how about we enjoy each other a bit more first?” She traced fingers across his thigh. “I know you want more.”

“You’re not reading my mind, are you?”

“More like your mood. It’s a succubus thing.”

“So, an empath, not a telepath.”

“Exactly.” She leaned close and whispered. “I’m especially sensitive to sexual urges.”

“Just like in Ashley’s …” Clarke paused, a thought coming to him, followed by even more questions, which were all set aside when Emma reached into his pants and pulled him loose.

Clarke did have more questions—but also, a succubus’ hand was on his dick, and while his brain had complex feelings about the situation, the rest of him had other priorities.

She stroked to greater firmness, then bent down, and took him into her mouth.

“Fuck!” he gasped.

Girls had gone down on him before a few times in his life. Not often, but enough for him to possess a frame of reference; in his experience, the most any of them could take was about half—whether due to a lack of skill or because of his size.

Emma swallowed him down to the root all in one go. She stayed there for a few seconds, his dick lodged deep in her throat, then slowly eased back off until just the tip remained in her mouth. Then her hungry eyes fixed on his, and she began a series of slow, luxurious slides up and down his member.

Clarke let out a content exhale and rested his head back, savoring the attention, reveling in her skill. She worked his shaft for what seemed like a delicious eternity, but in fact only lasted a few minutes, all the while coaxing him toward the edge of a second climax.

She let his dick pop free of her lips, then kissed the tip and rose. She pushed down her skirt and panties, leaving only her striped stockings and high heels on, then sank back into the chair opposite him and spread her legs, a hand underneath each thigh pulling her legs wide.

“It’s been so hard waiting for this,” she moaned. Her black, leathery tail curled up between her legs. “You may not realize it yet, but you’re something both rare and special. I could feel it the moment I first laid eyes on you.”

The tip of her tail coiled back and stroked down her glistening, pink slit.

“It’s been excruciating for me.” Her cheeks reddened, eyes moist with dreamy desire. “It took all my self-control just to be in the same room with you. I pleasured myself so many times after class, fantasizing about you, wishing for this moment.”

Clarke stood up and nearly ripped his shirt off. He removed his pants and kicked them aside.

“Make love to me,” she asked, almost begging. “Sate me, knowing full well what I am.”

Her words banished any uncertainty Clarke had about the situation. He cupped a hand behind her neck and drew her lips toward his. They kissed again, though this time slow and soft, each of them savoring this strange sense of intimacy born of her confession. His tongue explored her mouth, and hers his, all while he reached down and guided his erection to her hot, dripping sex.

And then he drove himself into her, down to the hilt.

Emma broke their kiss and groaned. She bit her lower lip, a wicked smile curling her mouth. Their eyes met again, and Clarke began to thrust in and out of her at a steady rhythm, each stroke deep and firm and complete, his pace quickening as his loins tensed.

Her breasts heaved with each powerful thrust, and her tail wrapped around his waist as if to coax him deeper. She let go of her legs and drew him close, perspiration beading on their bodies.

Clarke pounded her with relentless abandon, his own endurance surprising him. He didn’t know where this sudden font of strength welled up from—Emma’s influence, perhaps?— but his muscles refused to tire as he drilled her again and again and again.

“Yes!” she gasped, her eyes alight with sensuous joy. “Keep going! I’m so close!”

“Me too,” he growled. Their faces almost touched as he slammed into her, inches away from his own climax.

“Uhhhh!” She wrapped her legs around him, every muscle shuddering from the joy of release. “YES!” she exclaimed, almost in tears now. “FUCK!”

Clarke buried himself deep in her, his mind and body erupting at the same moment, filling her womanhood as a pure, beautiful bliss eclipsed his mind⁠—

—and in that moment, something within him snapped.

Like the strained link of an old, rusted chain suddenly shattering into a thousand metal shards.

Something roared to life inside him.

In his head.

Through his body.

And across his skin, manifesting as green flames that didn’t burn.

Unseen hands lifted them up off the chair, and both he and Emma floated through the air.

“Wha—what?” Clarke looked around, his limbs scrambling, those heatless flames hugging his body. “What just happened?”

“You did!” Emma’s wings grew and flapped twice, steadying her. “Oh, I knew you could do it!”

“Do what?” Clarke asked urgently. The strange green fire was beginning to wink out. “What are you talking about?”

“You broke through the suppression spell!”

“That’s great, I guess,” he replied, feeling both frazzled and lost, “but would you mind letting me down first?”

“I can.” She offered him a hand, which he took. “But I’m not the reason you’re floating through the air. You are.”

“I’m …” Clarke pulled himself toward her, and she embraced him in midair. He was about to say something, but then paused in contemplation. The last few moments replayed in his mind: the awesome sex, something snapping within his mind, the eerie fire, them floating through the air.

Emma had mentioned it was his doing.

But that can’t be right, he thought. There’s no way I could …

And then he found it, like a pebble under the tapestry of his mind. A disruption—no, a presence that hadn’t been there before. He reached out to it within the confines of his own thoughts, took hold of it.

And wielded it.

He floated down to the floor, and Emma joined him with a cheerful clap.

“Wow, you’re a natural!” she said, her voice full of genuine awe.

The green flames were gone now, but into their absence flooded a thousand new questions, least of which, again, was What the fuck? Somehow, he managed to voice it with more calm than he felt:

“Mind explaining what’s going on?”

“Sure!” She smiled sweetly. “But you’ll need to be patient. This could take a while.”

“I have all night.”

She guided him back to the couch and snuggled up next to him, her arm across his chest, thigh pressed against his. He doubted this was necessary, but she seemed to like it, and he didn’t mind having her close.

“The short version is: You really are a blood knight,” she said.

“You mean like in the campaign?”

“Yep! I picked up on your abilities at the start of the semester, but I could also tell they were being suppressed. Not much of a surprise there, to be honest.”

“With a spell?”

She nodded.

“You mean like—” He almost said “like magic?” but then considered his current situation, seated beside a succubus after having floated placidly through the air. The question seemed both dumb and wholly unnecessary.

Emma tilted her head, waiting for him to continue.

“So, I can use magic?” he asked.

“You bet!”

“And I can fly, too?”

“More like float, at least for now. Seems you accidently used a Power Graft spell on me. That allowed you to absorb a small portion of my magic.”

“Sorry?”

“No, no! Don’t be.” She rubbed a hand over his broad chest. “I didn’t lose a thing, and you got to exercise one of your core powers. It’s all good! And, truth be told, that spell wasn’t the first you cast. Remember my ‘lucky’ die?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, it’s actually un-lucky. It’s weighted to favor rolls of one. But your magic kicked in while we were playing. You pushed it to a higher number, even if you didn’t realize it. Minor Telekinesis is one of your cantrips.”

“Now that you mention it, that roll did seem a bit wonky. And I was a little lightheaded right after.” He grimaced, struggling to absorb all this new information. “So, that … suppression spell you mentioned is gone now, right?”

“Yep! That green light we saw? That was it flaring out.”

“What sort of spell was it, exactly?”

As if I have any frame of reference! he thought.

“What you had is called a vampiric Antimagic Hex. You probably acquired yours at an early age, well before puberty, which is when most people’s abilities should manifest.” She shrugged. “The vampires are thorough like that.”

“You mean some vampire hexed me while I was a kid.”

“Well, that’s what they used to do. Nowadays, they use social media to propagate their control spells.”

“They what?”

“Didn’t I mention this? Big Tech is managed by vampires.”

“No, you didn’t. Is that why I could never find your Facebook account?”

Emma grinned. “You looked?”

“Well—of course!” Clarke spluttered. He wasn’t sure why he was so embarrassed by it, given what they’d just done, but what the hell. It had been a long evening.

“One of the reasons.” She smiled, then snuggled closer to him. “Also, social media is where people go to pick fights and get themselves fired. I’d steer clear of it even if vampires didn’t control the whole thing.”

“I guess I can’t argue with that.” He sighed. “So, you managed to dispel the hex holding me back?”

“We dispelled it! Together!”

“During sex?”

“Well”—she batted her eyes at him—“I am a succubus. Sex magic is sort of my thing.”

“Point taken.”

“Plus, the campaign helped, too. Ashley wove some spells into the narrative to help soften up the hex.”

“Yeah, about that.” Clarke shifted around so he could look her in the eyes. “How much of her campaign is fiction?”

“Very little.”

“So, Brooke and Sammy are, what? Demihumans, too?”

“Yep! See, you’re getting it.”

“I take it they’re not succubi, though.”

“Nope!”

“Which means Brooke’s a werewolf.”

“She prefers to be called a wolf girl.”

“I’ll have to remember that. And that means Sammy’s a slime.”

“Slime girl.”

“Got it. What about Ashley?”

“She’s a celestial.”

“A celestial? You mean like the creature type in Pathfinder?”

Emma nodded cheerfully.

“That means she’s, what? An angel or something?”

“Actually, we’re not entirely sure. And neither is she, to be perfectly honest.”

“How’s that work?”

“Well, her halo got busted when she portaled to Earth, so she’s been out of contact with her plane of origin. Her memories got a bit scrambled in the process, too. Probably as a result of vampiric hexes placed on transplanar travel. Anyway, she’s using her halo as a headband until it regenerates.”

“Incredible,” Clarke breathed, shaking his head.

“We’re all pretty sure she’s here to help us with the vampires, though. She’s the one who broke my hex, and then the two of us helped out Brooke and Sammy.”

Clarke raised an eyebrow. “How, exactly?”

“Oh, I think you know.” Emma ran her fingers lightly across his abs, then danced a bit lower. Clarke found his mind suddenly filled with images of steamy demigirl sex.

“I think I do.”

“Oh, this is so exciting!” Emma snuggled up to him once more. “Now that you’re here—and we have access to all your awesome blood magic—we can finally start a real campaign against the vampires!”

“Yeah,” Clarke agreed without thinking, before the meaning behind her words fully registered. Before he realized she wasn’t talking about a pen-and-paper campaign anymore.

His eyes widened in surprise.

“Wait. What do you mean ‘real’?”


Four


Countless questions fought for attention in Clarke’s head. What had he stumbled into, and where did it end?

“You’re talking about a real campaign against the vampires?”

Emma began to nod, but then her head bob turned into an epic yawn.

“Oh, wow.” She shook the tail end of the yawn away. “It’s really hitting me.”

“What is?”

“I feel a food coma coming on.” She patted her stomach.

No, not her stomach. A bit lower than that.

“You were absolutely scrumptious, but I’d like a bit of a lie down. Mind if we get cozy in bed?”

“Sure.”

Emma rose from the couch, every inch of her glorious, naked body presented to him as if she were a feast for his eyes only, her wings peeking out behind her slender shoulders, her long tail whipping back and forth. She took his hand, led him into the back of her apartment, and opened what he presumed to be her bedroom door.

He wasn’t sure what he expected at this point. What did succubi prefer to sleep on? Hell if he knew. Maybe a four-poster bed with black, gothic curtains surrounded by flickering candelabras?

The reality was rather mundane. And, if he was being honest with himself, a little disappointing.

It was just a bed.

A very ordinary, very practical bed.

The comforter was pastel pink.

Emma slipped under the sheets, shuffled to the side, and held her arm out invitingly. Clarke joined her on the bed, and she cuddled up to him, tail coiling around one of his legs. She pressed her cheek against his chest, smiling contently as if he were the best pillow ever.

Clarke wrapped his arms around her, but stopped when she let out a sudden squeak.

“Careful with the wings. They tickle.”

“Sorry. You’re my first succubus.”

“You sure about that? A strapping guy like you?”

“Pretty sure I would have noticed the extra bits.”

She closed her eyes and nuzzled his chest.

“So … about this campaign you mentioned.”

“Later.” She breathed in deeply. “That food coma’s hitting hard.”

“You sure we can’t talk for a little longer? I just found out vampires and demihumans exist! I’ve got, like, a million questions I want to ask.”

Clarke waited as her chest rose and fell rhythmically against his.

“Emma?”

She let out a sputtering exhale and then began to snore.
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Emma snored like a buzzsaw.

It was kind of cute. Until it wasn’t.

Clarke’s mind buzzed with a different kind of noise: the cacophony of thoughts that refused to be silent. His entire world had been turned upside down and inside out over the course of a single evening, and he did not want to wait till dawn for more answers.

But he did wait. He let Emma slumber peacefully, her limbs and tail entangling him, and eventually he found himself dozing off.

He awoke the next morning to a most curious—and pleasant—sensation centered around his groin.

“Mmm.”

He stretched under the comforter, eyes blinking from the soft morning light glowing through the draped window. He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, becoming more alert with each second, more cognizant of his surroundings.

He blinked once more and arched his neck enough to take in the bed.

The comforter formed a mound over his legs.

And it was bobbing up and down.

Clarke grabbed the edge of the comforter and tossed it aside.

Emma met his gaze with sultry eyes, his dick deep in her throat.

“Good morning, Beautiful,” he said.

“’oogh ’ornin’.” Her wings fluttered in what might have been a handless wave.

“I guess this brings new meaning to ‘bed and breakfast,’ doesn’t it?”

Emma chuckled around his shaft, then pulled up off him. She kissed his tip and traced gentle fingers down its length.

“You don’t mind, do you?”

“Not one bit.” He held out an open palm. “Please, enjoy your breakfast.”

“Yay!”

She swallowed his shaft all the way down to the base, and then slowly rose up off it. Clarke closed his eyes and rested his head back on the pillow, relishing the sensations. She brought him to the edge of climax then managed to hold him there, almost as if she were savoring the anticipation of release before finally taking him deep, pushing him over the precipice.

He poured his hot, thick excitement down her throat, and she swallowed every drop.

“So good!” she exclaimed, grinning ear to ear. She sat back, straddling his legs. “So damn good! We need to do this more often!”

“You won’t get any complaints from me.”

“And don’t think I’ve forgotten you.” She climbed off him and rose to her feet at the foot of the bed. “One good breakfast deserves another. How’s bacon and waffles sound to you?”

“Like a fantastic idea.”

“Great! Give me a few minutes to get everything ready. You take your showers in the morning or evening?”

“Normally evenings.” He flashed a quick, unashamed smile. “I was preoccupied last night.”

“You and me both! Why don’t you get a shower then? The bathroom’s right through that door. I should have breakfast ready around the time you come out.”

“Sounds great, Emma. Thanks.”

Clarke tossed aside the comforter. He collected his clothes from the living room and headed for the shower.
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The savory aroma of bacon greeted him when Clarke came out of the bedroom, his hair damp and unruly, though the rest of him was dressed and presentable.

“Hey, there!” Emma waved her spatula at him from behind the kitchen counter. She’d put on a black-and-white striped T-shirt and a black pleated skirt, which made her resemble an escaped convict plucked from an old movie. Or maybe a strip club. A white apron capped off the ensemble, complete with cheerful balloon text on the front.

It read “Kiss the Cook,” because of course it did. Her wings and tail were nowhere to be seen.

“Hey, yourself.” Clarke leaned against the threshold, a half-smile on his lips.

“What’s that look for?”

“Just surprised you’re not pulling a ‘naked apron.’”

“Not with bacon grease to contend with.” She smiled at him. “But I’ll keep that in mind for future meals. You bring your appetite?”

“Absolutely.”

“Good, because I made lots!”

Emma used tongs to heap the hot bacon onto one of two plates then set both onto the counter. Clarke’s eyes widened when he saw his. A triple-decker waffle served with a dollop of whipped cream on top, drizzled with maple syrup and garnished with fresh strawberries. The bacon was thin and crispy with a sheen of fat sizzling on the surface.

“Chocolate chips in the waffles?” Clarke asked, settling onto one of the stools.

“Yeah. Don’t you like chocolate?”

“No, I love chocolate.”

“Oh, good.” She placed a hand over her chest and let out a relieved sigh. “You had me worried there for a second.”

“Worried about what?” Clarke asked, picking up his knife and fork.

“That you might not like the food.”

“Emma, please.” He began to cut into the waffle stack. “You just woke me up with the best blowjob of my life, and followed that with a freshly cooked meal.” He placed a forkful of waffles and whipped cream into his mouth and chewed. “Which is delicious!”

“Yay! Glad you like it.”

“Trust me, Emma. After last night and this morning, it’s going to take a lot more than ingredients I don’t like to sour my opinion of you.” He took another indulgent bite. “Though I do still have questions about the rest of last night.”

“I still want everything to go well.” She leaned forward on the counter, offering him a deep view of her cleavage. “You may not realize this, but you’re the lynchpin to our campaign.”

“The one against the vampires who control the world.”

“That would be it.”

“So, about that …”

“You have questions, I know. And I’ll do my best to answer them, but some stuff will need to wait until we’re all present. Also”—she pushed off the counter and untied her apron—“mind if I grab a quick shower first? I like to take mine in the morning. Helps me wake up.”

“Sure. Go ahead.” Clarke indicated the triple-decker waffle. “I’ll be a while.”

“Thanks!”

Emma hung up her apron and rounded the counter. He grabbed his phone out of his jeans and was about to check the news when she placed a hand on his shoulder.

“Clarke, quick note.”

“Yeah?”

“You might want to switch your phone off. At least until Ashley can look it over and work her magic.”

“Why? Are vampires going to check my browser history?”

“Probably not, but it doesn’t hurt to play it safe.”

“Fair enough.” Clarke switched off his phone and pocketed it.

“That was easy. I thought you might argue about the phone.”

“Hey, I’m just going with the flow. At least, until I get some answers.” He gave her a meaningful look.

“Coming as soon as I finish my shower. Also, why don’t you practice some magic while you wait?”

“Sure, but how? Do you have—I don’t know—a spell book or something?”

“Oh, right! Almost forgot!” Emma hurried over to the coffee table, still with dice and papers scattered over it from last night. She grabbed the three-ring binder he’d printed out and planted it on the counter next to him. “Your spellbook, good sir!”

“Seriously?” Clarke gave the binder an incredulous eye.

“Yep! Ashley made sure your spells were accurate, so go on and give them a whirl.” She paused before glancing worriedly around her apartment. “But maybe steer clear of the heavy hitters. I don’t want to lose my deposit.”

“No magical blasts while inside your apartment. Got it.” He opened the binder and leafed over to the spell list. “Can all demihumans use magic?”

“Not all of them, but most can. Each species has different strengths and weaknesses.”

“Like your sex magic.”

“Exactly!”

“Are there a lot of different species.”

“Oh, tons! Why, just at the university, you can find fey, elves, orcs.” She crossed her arms and looked up. “A lot of orcs on the football team, now that I think about it. Also, there are several breeds of shifters roaming around, a few red or silver dragonkin, and even a mermaid, if you can believe it! Don’t know why her parents sent her to school this far inland. I wouldn’t recommend dating her, by the way.”

“Wasn’t contemplating it, but okay. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Trust me. She’s not worth the trouble. The first question you’ll get is ‘How long can you hold your breath, Sexy?’ Even I wouldn’t touch that, and I’m a succubus!”

“You mentioned dragonkin. Any genuine dragons roaming around?”

“Not anymore. They’re all dead.”

“Why? What happened to them?”

“The usual. They were hunted to extinction centuries ago. Mostly by humans enthralled by vampires. The bloodsuckers don’t like competition, and the dragons were definitely competition.”

Clarke felt an unexpected pang of loss at that. It was one thing to learn that the vampires were feeding on humans. Horrible as it was, it was also a predictable part of the whole vampire gig, which was probably why he hadn’t been all that disturbed by it yet. He knew his emotions would catch up eventually.

This, though, was just weird enough to register a reaction. Without even knowing it, he’d lived in a world that once had dragons in it—motherfucking dragons!—but the vampires had killed them all before he could even be aware of their wonder. He was still wrapping his mind around what the vampires’ influence meant in practical, everyday terms, but if they could obliterate something as amazing as dragons, what else had the world lost because of them?

“Anyway, you enjoy your meal.” She gave his shoulder a quick pat. “I’ll be right back!”

Her perkiness felt incongruous, relative to what was going through his head, but it did remind him of another question:

“Emma? Just one more thing before you go.”

“Sure, but just the one.”

“What exactly is a blood knight?”

“Oh, that?” She smiled. “Why, they’re vampire slayers, of course!” She gave him a wink before disappearing into the bathroom.
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“How’s the practice going?” Emma asked, returning to the kitchen counter with her hair freshly blow-dried.

“I was able to move the butter tray without touching it.”

“You were? How far?”

“Only about a foot off the counter and back.”

“That’s fantastic!”

“Are you being sincere? I can’t tell.”

“Hey, everyone’s got to start somewhere, and we just busted your hex. I call moving the butter a big win!”

“Sure, but ‘Mover of Butter’ doesn’t quite scream ‘vampire slayer,’ now does it?”

“One step at a time, Clarke. One step at a time.”

“Mind if I ask another question now?”

“You can ask all the questions!” She sat on the stool next to him and crossed her legs. “Just no promises I’ll have the answers.”

“That’s fair, I suppose.” He closed the ring binder. “I’m still trying to wrap my head around all this. So, there are demihumans mixed in with humans.”

“Yep.”

“And those demihumans come in a wide variety of species.”

“Very wide.”

“Then are there whole families of demihumans? Whole sub-societies? Are your parents succubi?”

“Well, technically, my dad’s an incubus. But, yeah. You’re pretty much on the mark.”

“Then does Brooke come from a family of werewolves? And Sammy from a family of slimes?”

“Yes to the first. No to the second.” Emma waved her hand vaguely. “It can get complicated. And personal. Better to ask them yourself if you’re curious.”

“Okay. But the important part is there are whole demihuman families, many of which can use magic.”

“Right you are.”

“But humanity doesn’t know they’re there?”

“Because of the vampiric control spells,” Emma said with a nod.

“And they also use hexes?”

“Yep. Like the one you had.”

“Which was preventing me from using my blood magic?”

“Exactly.”

“Then can other humans use magic, too? Or are blood knights unique?”

“No, there are other human mages. Witches and warlocks are the most common, but there are others. They tend to stick to themselves and keep their heads down.”

“And the vampires don’t go after them?”

“As long as they don’t cause trouble. Vampires may control the world, but they can’t be everywhere at once. Vampiric spells and hexes are powerful, but they’re not foolproof.” Emma rubbed a hand across his thigh, her eyes suddenly smoky. “As we so recently demonstrated.”

“Do the hexes affect demihumans the same as everyone else?”

“Not as strongly. The magic is optimized to work on humans, so it’s naturally less effective against other species. How effective depends a lot on the spell and the race. For example, I could barely hover before Ashley removed my hex.”

“Then what keeps the demihumans in line?”

“Intimidation. Power. You name it, the vampires use it to keep us demihumans down.”

“Sounds like drawing a vampire’s attention is a bad thing.”

“Can be. No doubts there.”

“Which is what you and the other ladies want to do?”

“We-e-e-e-ell … yes and no.”

“That’s not much of an answer.”

“Okay, yes, we want to stir up trouble.” She held up a finger. “But we have a plan.”

“I hope it’s a good one.” Clarke pushed his plate aside and shifted to face Emma. “So, what kind of vampires are we dealing with?”

“What kind …” She blinked. “Oh, right! Sometimes it’s easy for me to forget you don’t know.”

“There are a lot of fictional vampires.”

“Right, right. Well, for starters, you can take all the usual weaknesses—garlic, silver, holy symbols, etcetera—and throw them all in the dumpster. They don’t work.”

“Vampiric propaganda?”

“More like misdirection. Garlic especially. That’s a big in-joke amongst vampires, from what I hear. They like it when the ‘cattle’ seasons themselves, especially the Italian vampires.”

“And by ‘cattle,’ you mean humans?”

“Yes, unfortunately.”

“Then, they do drink human blood?”

“Yep.”

“What about demihumans?”

“They feed on us, too, though demihuman feeding is rarer.”

“They prefer the blood of regular humans?”

“Preference isn’t the right word. It has more to do with politics than diet. They don’t want to antagonize the demi-cattle, if you catch my meaning, so they feed almost exclusively off the general populace. The rare vampires who break that rule tend not to last long.”

“They’re made examples of? By other vampires?”

“Or by the demihumans they were snacking on. Either way, those sorts of troublemakers get sorted out, and what passes for equilibrium gets restored. Vampires don’t like it when demihumans kill one of their kin, but they’ll turn a blind eye in certain cases. Anyway, back to the whole diet thing, vampires are omnivores like regular humans, but they can only replenish their mana by ingesting blood. Every species with magical abilities recharges differently, and that’s how they do it.”

“How powerful are they, really?”

“Very, but not in the way you’d expect. You know how vampires are typically portrayed? Powerful, graceful, beautiful, and absolutely lethal? Well, that’s all a load of bull! Movie vampires are what you might call a vampiric power fantasy. It’s what they wish they saw when they looked in the mirror each morning! Vampires can look like anyone, be anyone. They don’t appear any different from everyday humans if their fangs are retracted.”

“They cast reflections in mirrors?”

“Yeah, that ain’t true, either!” Emma gave him a bemused headshake. “Now, all that said, they are dangerous. Very, very dangerous. They’re stronger, faster, and more durable than regular humans, and they have a wide range of powerful magics at their disposal. The exact type of magic varies from one vampire to the other. They’re also difficult to put down for good, capable of recovering from most injuries. If you need to kill one, go for the heart or the head. Those are both kill shots.”

“What about sunlight?”

“Now that’s an interesting one. Sunlight doesn’t bother them directly, but it will interfere with their magic.”

“Vampires are weaker in sunlight, then?”

“Yeah, but they know it, too. Which is why they normally take precautions when venturing out during the day.”

“Why all the cloak-and-dagger if they’re so powerful? Why not rule openly?”

“Because there are so few of them. No one knows exactly how many vampires there are in the world; they work hard to keep it that way, but most estimates put their numbers in the tens of thousands.”

“That’s a lot of vampires.”

“True, but when you compare that to the billions of humans on the planet, a few tens of thousands doesn’t seem so large anymore.”

“Why are there so few?” Clarke asked. “How are vampires created? Can you become one by being bitten?”

“No, it’s not that simple. You don’t have to worry about being ‘infected’ or anything like that. First, there are two basic categories of vampires: purebloods and risen. A union between two vampires of either kind will result in a vampiric child. Those vampires are considered purebloods. Next, you have vampires created through a combination of magic and vampire blood. Those are the risen.”

“Pureblood and risen, got it. Am I right in assuming the purebloods are the more dangerous of the two?”

“Typically, yes, though the risen can get pretty darn powerful as they age. The big limit on risen is lifespan. They don’t live any longer than regular humans, whereas purebloods can survive for centuries.”

“What about⁠—”

The doorbell rang, and Clarke turned sharply in his seat.

“Come in, Ash!” Emma called out. “It’s unlocked!”

The door opened, spilling light into the living room. Ashley walked in, backlit by the sun, which rendered her hair as bright as golden fire. She strode in across the hardwood floor, clad in a cream crisscross halter top and matching slacks, a woven leather belt looped around her waist.

Clarke checked the wall clock out of curiosity. The time was exactly nine o’clock.

Ashley walked straight over to Clarke and placed a hand on his shoulder.

“A good morning to you, too,” he said dryly.

“Morning,” Ashley replied without much feeling, then closed her eyes. Her hairband grew brighter.

“What’s she doing?” Clarke whispered.

“Checking out the hex.”

“I can hear you two just fine,” Ashley said, eyes still closed. “Also, I’m trying to concentrate.”

“Sorry!” Emma clapped a hand over her mouth.

Ashley held her pose for over a minute, during which Clarke waited in patient silence. She withdrew her hand and nodded, her hairband dimming.

“I see everything went well last night.”

“It went spectacularly!” Emma replied with a grin.

“I can imagine.” Ashley turned to Clarke. “Then, are you ready to join Toothache?”

“Join what?”

“Our anti-vampiric resistance cell.”

“You call yourselves Toothache?” Clarke turned back to Emma. “Seriously?”

“I told them.” Emma put a hand to her brow and hung her head. “I told them we needed a better name.”

“What’s wrong with Toothache?” Ashley asked, sounding perfectly sincere in her question.

“Everything.”

“It’s simple to remember and can be concealed easily in regular speech.”

“It’s lame as hell! We might as well say we spread minty freshness and fight cavities while we’re at it!”

“Brooke and Sammy both seem fond of it.”

“You know Sammy’s just trolling us, don’t you?”

“She is?”

“Yes, Ash! And as for Brooke, she only likes it because it was her idea!”

“Then come up with a better one.”

“I already did! The Transplanar Vampire Killers!”

“Hard veto.”

“Why? It says exactly what we are in the name.”

“Which is a problem for an underground organization.”

“Clarke, back me up here.” Emma draped an arm over his shoulders. “Would you rather we be called Transplanar Vampire Killers”—she glared at Ashley—“or Toothache?”

“I, uh, well …”

Both women watched him expectantly. It surprised him how being stuck between two beautiful ladies could make him feel this uncomfortable.

“Well, I think both options have some merits and, perhaps, some shortcomings,” he said as delicately as he could. “Have you considered that, maybe, you haven’t landed on the right option yet?”

“The suggestion box is open,” Ashley said simply.

Emma leaned close, eyes bright, one breast smooshed against his arm.

“Got any ideas?” she asked.

Clarke frowned. Yes, he was being dragged into this whether he liked it or not.

He considered the matter.

Vampires, he thought.

Vampires all have fangs, right?

The ladies want to strike a blow against them. At least, that seems to be the case.

“What’s your long-term goal?” he asked.

“To break the vampiric stranglehold on the world!” Emma declared with an excited shake of her fist.

“You don’t aim low, do you?”

“Hey. It’s good to have stretch goals.”

“I suppose.”

To break their grip on the world.

Breaking …

Breaking …

Breaking …

“How about … Broken Fang?”

He paused hopefully, eyes darting from Emma to Ashley and back.

“You know what?” the succubus said. “I like it. It’s a little understated. Not quite as flashy as Transplanar Vampire Killers, but it works.”

“I can tolerate it,” Ashley said indifferently. “So, are you willing to join?”

“I still have a lot of questions,” Clarke said.

“That’s to be expected.”

“But, the answer’s yes. I’m on board with striking a blow against monsters who eat people.”

“Drink their blood,” Ashley corrected.

“Whatever. The important part is I’m in.”

“Wonderful.” She gestured toward the door. “Shall we go see the others?”


Five


“I’ll drive!” Emma grabbed her keys and purse.

“I’ll text the others, then,” Ashley said, retrieving her phone. “Let them know to meet us there.”

“Where are we going?” Clarke asked.

Emma waggled her eyebrows. “It’s a secret.”

“No, it’s not,” Ashley said, head down as she texted.

“It is if you’re a vampire.”

“None of us are vampires, Emma.”

“Well, obviously.”

“Is anyone going to tell me where we’re headed?” Clarke asked.

“Just a quiet place beyond the city outskirts.” Ashley pocketed her phone and looked up. “It’s nothing special.”

“Come on, Ash.” Emma stopped by the door and put a hand on her hip. “You can’t talk about our secret base so casually.”

“Whatever,” Ashley sighed more than said. “Let’s go.”

“Also, Clarke? Might want to bring your spell book.”

“Sure.”

He grabbed the binder and followed the ladies out the door and to the apartment parking lot. They piled into Emma’s car, a blue Volkswagen Jetta, which struck him as a typical college student’s hand-me-down ride. Not all that different from his own wheels, though he noticed the exterior had been more recently washed than his and the interior was both free of trash and smelled faintly of lemon.

“Join me in the back?” Ashley asked.

“Sure.”

He climbed into the seat behind Emma and buckled up. Emma started the car and pulled out of the parking lot.

“Let me see your phone,” Ashley said.

He handed it over.

She switched it on, waited for it to boot up, then placed it in her lap and closed her eyes.

“What are you doing?”

“Replacing the spells infecting it. Don’t worry. This won’t take long.”

“She’s setting it up so you can use it freely,” Emma said from the driver’s seat.

“Yeah, I figured that’d be the case, given how you two seem comfortable using yours.”

“Still, I’d recommend staying off social media. All the big names are swimming with malicious spells, which can then get transferred to your phone and then to you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Clarke glanced over at Ashley, who hadn’t moved since she started. “Anything else I should watch out for?”

“Tons, unfortunately. Social media’s a recent addition to the vampiric control apparatus. Internet, television, movies, radio, newspapers, books, magazine. The list goes on and on. If it’s something you read or watch, a vampire has used it. I even heard about vampires who’ll use everything from restaurant menus to street signs to spread their spells.”

“What do those spells do, anyway?”

“It varies, but most of them either suppress magic or work to keep people in the dark. You know how when you write a paper it’s difficult to catch your own errors?”

“Don’t I ever. I can read the same passage a dozen times, and every time I’ll read a ‘the’ that isn’t there. Why do you ask?”

“The control spells work on the same principle. It’s just a difference in scope. People under their influence see and hear what their minds expect to be there, rather than what actually is.”

“Then the vampires are essentially using everyone’s imaginations and expectations against them?”

“Exactly.”

“Kind of clever, if you ask me.”

“The enemy is both cunning and powerful,” Ashley said, opening her eyes. She handed the phone back to Clarke. “And they’ve had centuries to perfect their craft.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s perfect, though,” Emma said. “And some of their techniques can be used against them.”

“What do you mean?”

“The spells Ash put on your phone? Basically, they’re an inversion of the originals. The metadata being sucked off it will look like what the vampires expect to find, which will show you’re just one more example of their ignorant cattle.”

“Crafty.” Clarke pocketed the phone. “How safe is it to use now?”

“Safe enough for most texts and calls,” Ashley said. “But the risk isn’t zero.”

“How big a risk are we talking here?”

“You’re on the wrong plane of existence if you want life to come with guarantees.”

“Uh, excuse me?”

“Now, Ash,” Emma said. “Be nice.”

“I’d rather be helpful.”

“You know you can be both at the same time, don’t you?”

Ashley grimaced but didn’t reply.

“Are you really from another plane?” Clarke asked.

“I … think so?” Ashley’s hairband dimmed, and she shrugged. “Probably?”

“You don’t sound very certain.”

“I’m not.”

“That’s just her crossed celestial wires talking,” Emma said. “You think this is odd, you should have seen her a few months ago! She kept trying to go outside buck naked!”

Ashley crossed her arms. “I would appreciate it if you didn’t mention that.”

“Why not? It’s a great story! Especially when you almost⁠—”

“Please stop.”

“Fine, fine.” Emma glanced at her passengers through the rearview mirror. “Don’t worry, Clarke. I’ll tell you the story later. Next time you and I have some ‘special time’ together.”

Ashley rolled her eyes.

Clarke observed her for a moment, trying to wrap his head around the concept that she was from another dimension. Somehow, he found it difficult to believe an angel—or whatever she was—could be this snippy. Still, he had to admit there was something … otherworldly, for lack of a better term, about her beauty. Everything about her, from the luster of her hair to the complexion of her skin, was a little too perfect.

Both Emma and Ashley were undeniably sexy, but there was something grounded about Emma’s allure. Something visceral and carnal and easy to grasp, even if it came with wings and a tail. In contrast, Ashley felt somehow out of his reach; he didn’t really know why other than that’s what his gut told him.

Who was she?

What was she?

“Hey, Ash?” Clarke asked. “Is it all right if I call you Ash?”

“I prefer Ashley, if you don’t mind.”

Emma chuckled.

“All right,” Clarke said. “Ashley, then. How long have you been here?”

“You mean this city?”

“I was thinking more along the lines of this planet.”

“I’m not sure.”

“Years, maybe?”

“I’m sorry. I just don’t know.”

“Do you know where you were beforehand?”

“Somewhere else.”

“That’s pretty vague.”

“I’m sorry.” She frowned, looking genuinely disappointed in herself. “I wish I could share more, but my memories aren’t entirely clear.”

“All right. Maybe a different question, then. How did you get so good at dealing with vampire magic?”

“I just am.”

“Just like that? Never learned the skill from anyone?”

“Maybe?” She shrugged her shoulders, an unsure expression on her too-perfect face. Her hairband dimmed.

“There are a lot of unknowns when it comes to Ash,” Emma said. “But one thing is for certain. She does not like vampires!”

“No, I don’t.”

“And a good thing, too, because she’s crazy good at countering their spells.”

“I know you may find some of my answers unsatisfying,” Ashley said, some of her confidence and poise returning. “But let me assure you of one thing. I know, with absolute certainty, that what the vampires have done to humanity—and continue to do—is wrong. And I give you my word that I will do everything within my power to stop them. To right this terrible wrong.”

“I believe you,” he said, and meant it.

“But.” She reached out to him, resting a delicate hand on his forearm. “There’s one thing I need you to understand.”

“What’s that?”

She looked straight at him, her blue eyes filled with a strange-yet-unmistakable vulnerability.

“Clarke, I can’t do this alone.”
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Clarke gazed out the window, watching the scenery shift. Emma drove them through downtown Chester Creek, around a core of modest skyscrapers and past a long strip of quaint shops and local restaurants.

They’d stopped at a red light when something caught Clarke’s eye. He leaned toward the window, staring at a group of teenagers waiting to cross the street. One of the guys possessed an impressive bulk, a shock of coarse black hair, and vividly green skin. He must have noticed Clarke staring because he spat on the sidewalk before extending his middle finger. His eyes were an unnatural red.

Clarke turned away.

“Noticing a difference, are you?” Emma asked. She must have caught his expression in the rearview mirror.

“You mean the guy with the green skin? The …”

“Orc. Yeah, that would be the one.”

“Do his human friends know?”

“That he’s an orc? Not anymore than you would have yesterday.”

“Figured.”

Clarke stole a quick glance back at the group of teens as they hurried across the street. No one else gave the greenskin a second glance. At least, no more than a group of unruly teens deserved.

“Did you catch his wood elf girlfriend?”

“No. Missed her.” He watched the group duck into a frozen yogurt shop.

“She was the thin one with the beret that looked like a big, squashed tomato. You can tell by the shape of her ears. Pointier than yours, but not quite high elf sharpness.”

The light turned green, and Emma drove on.

“I’m going to be playing catch up for a while, aren’t I?” Clarke said.

“Don’t worry. We’ll help you through any rough patches.”

“Thanks. By the way, you sure those two were dating?”

“Pretty sure.” Emma tapped the side of her temple. “A succubus knows these things.”

“But don’t orcs and elves hate each other? Or is that another example of vampires making stuff up?”

“Nah, there’s some old, bad blood between orcs and elves. It’s a lot better than it was a century ago, but the tension is still there, simmering below the surface. I imagine their parents will have some choice words for the lovebirds when they find out. If they haven’t already.”

They cut through the suburbs around Chester Creek, past rundown homes only a few blocks away from gated communities with brick and stone mansions. The suburbs gave way to rolling hills dotted with old farmhouses, corn fields, and the remnants of once mighty forests.

“How much farther?” Clarke asked.

“Almost there.”

Emma turned down a gravel sideroad and drove past the rusted remains of a guard kiosk. The windows were all broken, and the jagged end of its wooden barrier stuck out the side. The rest of the gate’s beam lay in a ditch along the road, flaking red and white paint.

“I think I saw a ‘no trespassing’ sign back there,” Clarke said.

“You don’t say?” Emma replied.

They drove down the road, then turned onto an old parking lot with tall grass and a few small trees growing out of the cracks. Emma parked next to the only other vehicles on the lot: a gray Jeep Wrangler splattered with mud and a pristine, black-and-green Kawasaki Ninja. The parking lot ran adjacent to a collection of buildings, some covered in rusted sheet metal, others with walls of brick and busted windows, all joined by covered bridges or walkways and dotted with towering stacks.

It looked like the kind of place parents in 80s movies would tell their kids not to sneak into, only for the kids to do just that and thus launch into a kickass and at least slightly horrifying adventure.

“We’re here!” Emma stopped the car and climbed out.

Clarke joined her and Ashley beside the vehicle.

“What is this place?”

“An old steel mill.”

“I feel like I’m going to contract tetanus just by looking at it. Maybe wake up a poltergeist or two.”

“There are no poltergeists here. We’d know,” Emma said. “It has the advantage of being a building no one uses anymore. I heard somewhere a bank owns the property. They’ve been trying to offload it for years but can’t because no one wants to go through the hassle of clearing out the old structures.”

Well, if Emma said there were no poltergeists, there were no poltergeists, which would have been a strange sentence except for his new perspective on the world. And well, he’d already decided to roll with it.

“How old is this place?”

“Not sure. The place went out of business before any of us were born.” Emma glanced over at Ashley. “Well, us two at least. Ash, how old are you again?”

“Are you trying to get a rise out of me?”

“Come on.” She gave the celestial a pat on the arm. “You know I’m just teasing.”

“Who brought the crotch rocket?” Clarke asked, walking up to the Kawasaki motorcycle. It looked brand new.

“That’s Sammy’s,” Emma said. “And before you ask, no, she doesn’t let any of us ride it. You’re free to try and ask her, though.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Emma led the way into the old mill, through a large set of double doors, one door swinging free at an angle off a single hinge, its base having carved a groove in the dirt. A heavy chain and lock lay on the ground, grass shooting up through its reddened links.

The interior was a nonsensical jumble of old, hulking machines, pipes, storage silos, elevated walkways, wheeled carts on rails, and other debris, all atop cracked concrete spackled with weeds. The sun’s beams slipped through busted skylights, spilling across a central area free of most obstructions. Given the positioning of grassless patches on the floor, Clarke guessed the area had been cleared recently, though he wasn’t sure how they’d managed to move all that heavy equipment aside. He glanced at a pipe segment large enough to crawl through, now resting against a concrete barrier.

Are those … claw marks in the metal?

Brooke sat between the wheels of an upturned cart, and Sammy leaned against a silo. Brooke wore a baggy T-shirt with an artistic rendition of a boob window on the front over a pair of black, formfitting pants. A pair of comfy sandals bookended her casual ensemble.

Sammy sported a high-collared black leather jacket, black jeans, and a pair of black gloves. Her bike helmet contrasted those with a riot of colors, and her pixie cut had changed to purple with green highlights.

“Greetings, my fellow demis!” Emma said with a jubilant wave. “I bring you good tidings in our battle against evil!”

“Looks like it.” Sammy took a moment to size Clarke up. “Should I assume last night went well?”

“Very well!” Emma slung an arm around his waist. “In more ways than one.”

“He hex free?”

“Free and clear and already using magic!”

Sammy raised an eyebrow. “Already?”

“Just a little bit.” Clarke held up his thumb and forefinger.

“Which is pretty good for his first day without a hex holding him back,” Emma added.

Brooke and Sammy exchanged a quick look. Brooke gave the slime girl a shoulder shrug, but Sammy only crossed her arms and huffed out a breath.

“I thought you’d be more excited,” Emma said.

“We are, don’t get us wrong,” Sammy said. “It’s just Brooke and I have been talking. We have concerns.”

“About what?”

“The plan. What else?”

“Hey there, Clarke.” Brooke gave him a shy, little wave. “Nice to see you again.”

“Nice to see you, too.”

“Bet you didn’t expect all this, huh?”

“You mean the magic, monsters, and a secret fight against vampires? Nope. Didn’t see it coming.”

“Oh, that reminds me!” Emma pointed urgently at Clarke. “He came up with a new name for our group.”

“What’s wrong with Toothache?” Brooke asked, sounding sad and a little offended.

“Uh, nothing, nothing,” Emma replied quickly. “But this one is better.”

“Let’s hear it, then,” Sammy said.

“Ladies and gentle knight”—Emma spread her arms—“we are now called … Broken Fang!”

“Don’t we get to vote on it?” Brooke asked.

“Already did. Three in favor. That’s a majority.”

“Aww.” Brooke slouched on the cart.

“You know, ‘Broken Fang’ is actually pretty good,” Sammy said. “Consider it four to one. I even like it more than that planar nonsense you kept pushing.”

“Transplanar Vampire Killers,” Emma corrected stiffly.

“Yeah. That one.”

“But I thought you liked the name Toothache,” Brooke said sadly.

Sammy snorted out a laugh, which only made Brooke frown more deeply.

“Let’s not get sidetracked,” Ashley said. “What’s this about concerns?”

“The plan.” Sammy pointed to Brooke. “As in, our place at the tip of the spear. You’re asking us to do a lot of the heavy lifting. No offense, but we don’t know what Clarke’s capable of yet.”

“We’ll be taking most of the risks,” Brooke added.

“You know we don’t have any other choice,” Ashley said.

“I know, but still …”

“Hold on a second.” Clarke turned to Emma. “Does this mean it’ll be just me, Brooke, and Sammy going after the vampires?”

“Pretty much.”

“I thought we were all in this together.”

“We are.”

“Then what’s Sammy talking about?”

“It means these two”—Sammy pointed at the succubus and celestial—“will be hanging back.”

“I’m more of a lover than a fighter.” Emma shrugged. “Sorry!”

“And I don’t fight,” Ashley said with finality.

“Okay, I guess it makes sense to send in your best combatants,” Clarke said. “But I’m still not clear on what the plan actually is.”

“Wait a second.” Sammy stood up off the machinery. “You haven’t gone over that with him yet?”

“There’s been a lot of ground to cover,” Emma replied sternly.

“Fine, sure, but the plan is a really important part of all this! How can he agree to help if he doesn’t know what he’s leaping into?”

“He knows⁠—”

“This is a problem,” Ashley cut in, “with a very simple solution. We’ll start by reviewing the plan.” She pulled over a rickety wooden chair. “I hereby call this meeting of Broken Fang to order.”

“Clarke, would you like to sit down?” Brooke shuffled to the side and wiped off a spot.

He was about to turn her down when Emma gave him a little shove forward. He gave her a confused glance, but she only winked at him before she sat down on an upturned bucket.

“Thanks, Brooke.”

Clarke joined her on the cart. She smiled warmly at him, her hands resting on her knees.

“Hey,” she said, her eyes twinkling.

“Hey yourself.”

“To start off,” Emma began, “we’re confident there are three vampires operating in or around Chester Creek University. We suspect none of them have teamed up, giving us three distinct factions vying for control of the territory.”

“Why’s that?” Clarke asked. “Why wouldn’t they cooperate?”

“Vampires are fiercely territorial by nature. They’re secretive and tend to look out for Number One above all else. That doesn’t mean there aren’t exceptions, but a large vampiric organization almost always requires a powerful vampire at its head in order to force the others to submit. Fortunately, we’ve seen no evidence of such an individual, which means the three we’re dealing with will be on their own.”

“A fact we plan to take advantage of,” Ashley said. “With three relatively isolated vampires contesting the same territory, we’ll be able to move against them one by one.”

“But won’t our actions cause them to unite and come after us?” Clarke asked.

“Only if they realize what’s really going on. With smart use of my magic, we should be able to remain undetected. Which means the vampires will suspect one of their rivals is making a move, not us. And that’s if they realize anything is going on at all.”

“That part’s fine,” Sammy said. “But tell him about the big problem.”

“Right,” Emma said. “Unfortunately, we only know who one of the vampires is. Doctor Otto Heinrich.”

“What?!” Clarke blurted, almost bolting off the cart. “Our calculus professor?”

Emma nodded.

“He’s a bloodsucking vampire?”

Emma nodded again.

“The same man who volunteers at the animal shelter?”

She nodded once more.

“But he seems so … so …”

“Harmless?”

“Yes!”

“That’s exactly what he’d want people to think. Including his rivals.”

Doctor Heinrich was a tall, thin man of German descent with white creeping into his blonde hair. He always showed up to class with a button-down shirt, suspenders, and a bowtie. He didn’t speak with a pronounced accent—maybe the barest hint of one—but he had this strange habit of mispronouncing the word “squared,” which he often mangled into “squid.”

“Doc Heinrich.” Clarke shook his head. “I even like his classes.”

“We lucked out there,” Emma said. “His facade is good, but with enough time around him, I was able to pick out the clues. He’s one of our vampires; no questions there.”

“Using that empathic sense of yours?”

“Exactly!”

“I guess I shouldn’t expect the vampires to show up in formal wear sporting prominent widow’s peaks.”

“Yeah, they don’t do that. Unless they’re trying to be too clever for their own good.”

“What do you mean?”

“What vampire in his right mind would dress like Bela Lugosi? So, obviously, some of them at some point figured that was the perfect way to stay hidden.”

“That sounds like a really stupid way to stay hidden.”

“Well, the thing to remember about vampires is they come in all varieties. Same as regular people.”

“Including the really dumb ones?”

“Yep. Just a whole lot more dangerous.”

“Getting back to the underlying problem,” Ashley said, “what we lack most right now is information. We need to know who the other two vampires are before we can make a move on any of them. Which means our first priority is acquiring that information.”

“How, though?” Clarke asked. “Load up Emma’s schedule with classes until she happens to run across the other two?”

“Fortunately, we won’t need anything so random. Heinrich will have a grimoire: a combination spell book and journal. It will contain any intelligence he’s gathered on his rivals. We’ll steal that first.”

“A physical journal? Not a file on a computer?”

“The records will be handwritten. No vampire in their right mind would archive their deepest secrets in digital format. Not with the Big Tech vampires sucking in everyone’s metadata. Heinrich may be a vampiric loner, but we haven’t seen any evidence he’s a fool. He’ll have a physical grimoire.”

“Okay. So, Step One is to grab his grimoire. What’s Step Two?”

“Go after the three vampires and free the university from their control.”

“Right. And then?”

Ashley grimaced.

“You do have a Step Three, right?”

Ashley and Emma exchanged an awkward glance. Brooke shifted uncomfortably next to him, and Sammy cleared her throat noisily.

“Say we take out all three vampires?” he continued. “What then? What’s the next step we take to free the world from vampiric control?”

“We … don’t really have that figured out yet,” Ashley admitted.

“You see why we have concerns?” Sammy asked.

“Yeah,” Clarke said. “I’m seeing it.”

“All I can say,” Ashley began, “is I know Chester Creek—and the university specifically—are important to my mission here.”

“But what is your mission? Do you even know that much?”

“I … don’t.” Ashley lowered her head, and her hairband dimmed until it was almost black.

The old mill fell silent for long, uncomfortable seconds. Eventually, Sammy spoke up.

“Look, it’s not that we’re opposed to killing ourselves some vampires. And, I guess, Brooke and I agree that starting small, starting at CCU, is a smart way to approach this. Plus, stealing Heinrich’s grimoire makes sense as our first step along that path. But the fact of the matter is we need to make sure this team has the wits and muscle to take on a vampire before we agree to help.”

“Yep,” Brooke said, nodding.

“We need proof we”—Sammy indicated all of them with a sweeping gesture—“have what it takes before I’m willing to stick my proverbial neck out.”

“Me, too,” Brooke said.

“Which means what, exactly?” Ashley asked.

“None of us have ever met a blood knight before. Who can say if they live up to the hype? So, what I want is proof Clarke is all he’s cracked up to be.”

Brooke nodded in agreement, then turned back to Sammy, who continued:

“Those are my conditions—our conditions—and we’re sticking to our guns. You can either accept them or find yourselves some new muscle.”

“What kind of proof are you expecting?” Emma asked. “It hasn’t been twenty-four hours since we cleared his hex.”

“I want to see him in action. Gauge for myself if he has what it takes.”

“We both do,” Brooke added.

“Wait a second.” Clarke rose from the cart and stepped forward until he was in between all four ladies. “Are you talking about a fight? A real one?”

“It doesn’t have to be all out,” Sammy clarified. “Just enough for us to see what you’re made of.”

“I have a strict policy against hitting girls.”

Sammy flashed a sinister grin. “In case you missed the news flash, we’re not exactly your average girls.”

“Don’t worry,” Brooke said. “We know you’re still getting the feel for your powers. You can go at us with everything you’ve got.”

“That’s …”

Beware my slowly moving butter tray! he thought sarcastically.

“You want me to fight both of you?”

“Yep,” Sammy said.

“At the same time?”

“You’ve got it.”

“This is a bad idea.”

“Look at it this way.” She stepped over to him. “This is as much for you as it is for us. If you can’t handle the two of us when we’re pulling our punches, then you’ve got zero chance against a full-power vampire. Best learn that now than when you’re neck deep in dire rats and hellhounds.”

“I suppose you have a point—” Clarke blinked as his brain caught up with his ears. “Wait a second. Hellhounds are real?”

“Yeah, and vampires can summon far worse than a few hellish mutts.” Sammy placed a black gloved hand on his shoulder. “Think you’re up for this?”

“Not really,” he said with a sigh, but then straightened his shoulders. “But you only live once.”

“That’s the spirit! Can you summon a thirstblade yet?”

“Nope.”

“That’s going to be a problem.”

“I can fix that,” Brooke said.

She headed over to a tangle of thin, rusted pipes, maybe small air or water lines. She found one she liked and spread the fingers of one hand. Something glinted at the tips of her fingers, and she swiped at the pipe. Metal sang, and the pipe segment clattered to the ground. She picked it up and jogged over to Clarke.

“Here. You can swing this at us.”

“Thanks …” Clarke accepted the pipe with a mild hint of trepidation. It was roughly the length of his arm. One side ended in decayed threads while the other sparkled from a new, clean cut.

She just cut through a metal pipe like it was nothing! he thought. With her bare hands!

“All right!” Sammy pumped the air with both fists. “Let’s do this!”
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“This is a bad idea,” Clarke said, holding his pipe like a twohanded blade.

“Oh, it’ll be fine,” Emma said. “The worst they’ll do is rough you up a bit.”

“You’re not helping.”

“Just think of them as the tutorial boss. Like a skill check gatekeeping the rest of the adventure.”

“Just so long as they’re not trying to mimic one of those brutal FromSoft tutorials.”

Emma chuckled, then gave him a playful pat on the butt. “Go get ’em, Sexy!”

“All right. All right.”

Clarke took up his position on one side of the concrete pad while Brooke and Sammy prepared on the other. Sammy took her leather gloves off and stuffed them into her coat pockets while Brooke …

Concentrated?

“Are you all right?” Clarke asked.

“Never better!” Brooke strained like she was a shonen anime hero about to spend twenty episodes on a power up. Instead, her human ears morphed, shooting up into the tall, furred triangles while a tail sprouted from her behind, its fur matching the luster of her brunette hair. On the strength of that strain, he’d half expected her to go full wolf with exaggerated muscles, but he didn’t mind this version at all. She stretched luxuriantly, arms high over her head as she cracked her knuckles, then she let her arms down, shook them out, and rolled her neck in a circle, breaking in her modified form.

Clarke raised a wary eyebrow.

“What?” Brooke asked, scratching behind a wolf ear. The whites of her eyes were now a vivid yellow, but she’d changed in more unexpected ways, too.

“Are you taller now?”

“A little. Heavier, too, though please don’t ask me how much.”

“That violates the conservation of mass.”

“Eh.” Brooke shrugged. “Shifter magic.”

“You ready for us?” Sammy asked, flexing her fingers. “Just so you know, the gloves are off.”

“Literally, I see.”

“An important detail in my case.” She flashed that ominous smile again.

“Right …” Clarke spread his feet, settling into a fighting stance.

A decade of Karate lessons meant he wasn’t completely green when it came to fights. His parents had enrolled him in the local Karate club to help with his self-esteem issues, and the lessons had done just that. As an added bonus, the first truly terrible bully he’d faced in high school had quickly learned not to mess with him. Granted, it had taken blood-splattered knuckles and a nose hanging at the wrong angle to get the point across, but a win was a win.

He knew how to throw a solid punch and could keep his balance during a fight, distribute his weight smartly while on the move. He’d also dabbled in Kendo, but hadn’t stuck with it the way he had with Karate. Still, those starter lessons meant he at least knew the basics of how to handle a sword. However, something told him all these skills were about to meet their match and then some against these two women.

“Ready when you are,” Sammy said. “We’ll even give you the first swing. As long as it’s against Brooke.”

“Hey, now!” The wolf girl gave her a cross look.

Clarke thought back to the campaign last night and how it paralleled his new reality in so many ways. He didn’t doubt for a second Brooke could take a full-strength swing from him, even if she didn’t bother to block. She’d been the party bruiser: strong, fast, and difficult to kill. In contrast, Sammy had lacked the wolf girl’s raw power and stats, but she’d compensated with a plethora of dangerous abilities.

Such as touch-inflicted ailments.

Clarke’s eyes darted to the slender woman’s bare hands. Yes, indeed. The gloves were off for a reason.

There really isn’t a good option here, he thought. Guess I’ll just have to wing it.

“Here goes!”

He charged at Brooke and swung the pipe with all his might.

She caught it onehanded, and the shock of the impact reverberated back through his arms. It was like he’d slammed the pipe into a brick wall.

“Was that your best swing?” she asked, sounding genuinely curious.

“Uh, Emma!” he called out without turning. “That bad feeling is back!”

It came back harder when Brooke swiped at him with an open hand. He backpedaled; her fingertips lacked the earlier glint of claws, but her hands were still coiled with enough power that he didn’t want to see what they could do to him.

“Use your magic!” Emma shouted.

“What are you talking about? She doesn’t have a butter tray!”

“Not Telekinesis! The other one!”

“What other⁠—?”

“You know! The other one!”

“Stop being mysterious!”

He backed away, and Brooke let him open the distance while Sammy surged forward from the side. She threw a punch at Clarke’s face; he swung the pipe around to block. The pipe connected with her elbow, but it didn’t stop. The joint bowed unnaturally under the fierce momentum of his blow, turning her arm into a misshapen U, and though he'd half-expected it—you know, slime girl and all—he couldn’t help an internal cringe.

Sammy, though, didn’t care one bit. She whipped her elongated arm back, not the slightest hint of pain on her face, and threw another punch. This time, Clarke managed to cut inside her guard and connect with her stomach, which rippled under her leather jacket.

She backed away, her torso and limbs sloshing back into their original places like a weird, cute, gelatinous river.

“Mm.” Sammy sized him up. “A promising start.”

“You think this is ‘promising’?”

“You’re not unconscious yet, are you?”

Brooke lunged forward, swiping again with open hands. Clarke tried to block, but the force of her attack knocked his pipe aside. He fell back, circling the room, working to keep both combatants in front of him.

His mind raced. What magic did he have? He could move small objects with his mind, but not without enough force or speed to be useful in combat. What was Emma referring to? He’d only managed the one spell before⁠—

And then it came to him. He did possess another ability, one he’d already pulled off at least once.

He tried to recall the sensation from last night, the knot in the back of his mind. A presence resting against his thoughts, waiting to be activated by his will. A force akin to a mental muscle, relaxed but capable of tensing.

He tensed it now.

His body grew lighter, and he kicked off the ground, floating above the two ladies.

Sammy spun to face Emma. “You didn’t say he could fly.”

“Yes!” The succubus declared proudly, hands on hips. “He can fly.”

“It’s more of a lazy float.” Clarke grabbed the railing of an elevated walkway about two stories up and swung himself over the edge. He released the tension in his mind, and his full weight dropped onto the corrugated steel platform.

“But blood knights can’t fly,” Sammy said, brow wrinkled in confusion. “Can they?”

“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong.” Emma flourished with one hand. “They can if they use Power Graft to absorb the powers of other demihumans.”

Brooke and Sammy faced each other then turned back to Clarke.

“Oh, this suddenly got a whole lot more interesting!” Sammy sat down on concrete and began undoing her laces. “I need to take my shoes off for this one!”

Your shoes? Clarke thought.

“How stable is that walkway?” Brooke called up.

“Um.” Clarke grabbed the railing and gave it a healthy shake. He then jumped up and down, jarring loose a light rain of dust that had accumulated over the years. “Seems pretty stable. Why?”

Brooke leaped into the air and caught the edge of the platform.

“Whoa!” Clarke grabbed hold of the railing as the walkway rattled, more dirt shaking off.

Brooke lifted herself up with one arm, her muscles bulging from the effort. She caught the top of the railing and hauled herself over the edge, eyes gleaming with ferocious purpose.

“Because here I come!”

She charged at him, ears flattened, arms to her sides, fingers spread.

“Later!” Clarke vaulted over the railing and gave it a firm kick. He floated across the factory, limbs scrambling until he latched on to another railing.

Brooke cupped her hands around her mouth. “You can’t run forever!”

“Just watch me!”

“Clarke!” Emma shouted from the ground. “Behind you!”

“What?”

He spun around to find Sammy scurrying up the wall like a four-legged spider, her bare hands and feet adhering to the sheet metal. It was kind of cool—until her head twisted around to face him over her back, like she was some demon-possessed babe or sexy supernatural monster in a weird-ass horror porn. She leaped off the siding and onto the platform.

“Surprise!”

Sammy rose from the ground, her limbs morphing to match her head’s new orientation, even though her clothes didn’t change. And with that goofy getup, it was hard to be freaked out by her.

“Your coat’s on backwards.”

“I’ll manage.”

She sprinted forward, and he swung the pipe. She dodged and the pipe cracked against the railing, shaking free flakes of paint and decades of dust. She dashed in, and he reversed his swing, scraping along the railing.

The pipe connected with her arm, bowing it inward again, but she pushed through, slamming into his body. He fell back, gasping when his back hit the platform—and Sammy pinned him in place.

“I’m very sorry about this.” She grabbed his face with both hands and planted a wet kiss on his forehead. “Mwah!”

“Sorry about⁠—”

His eyes bugged out. All the bad food decision he’d made in the past week reared their ugly heads like a vicious hydra made from indigestion and spite. His intestines roiled, his stomach gurgled, and bile threatened to rush up his throat.

Sammy climbed off him. “Guess round one goes to the girls!”

Clarke let out a dry heave, turned onto his side, and struggled to rise to his feet. The pipe clattered out of his fingers, and he hacked into a fist. He could feel … something spreading through his body. He wasn’t sure what, though his mind interpreted it as dark and oily, almost as if he could see the contamination, whatever it was.

He clenched his eyes shut, tight enough for tears to leak from the edges. Sweat beaded on his brow as the shadow in his mind’s eye spread throughout his body.

But he sensed something else in his addled state, a presence alongside the sickness, spreading with it but adding nothing to it. A tension he hadn’t noticed before. A mental muscle he could flex. A tool to be used.

Magic ready for him to wield it.

“You sure you’re pulling your punches?” Emma asked pointedly from the ground.

“Um, I thought so!” Sammy shouted back.

“He’s starting to turn gray! You weren’t supposed to hit him full force!”

“Well, it’s not like I have this slime thing down to a science! I thought I was going easy on him!”

Clarke reached out with his mind and grasped this new presence, felt its shape, its texture, took full hold of it.

And commanded it.

A comforting warmth spread out from his chest—no, his heart, to be precise. Flameless heat exploded to fill his chest cavity and raced outward along his limbs. It scorched away the strange malaise, cleansing his body, healing it, reinvigorating it.

Clarke pushed off the corrugated steel and rose to his feet. He picked up the pipe and held it with both hands.

“Round one isn’t over,” he croaked.

Sammy took a step back. “Um, what just happened?”

“I think he used a Purify spell,” Emma said.

“Sure felt like it,” Ashley said.

The platform shuddered, and Clarke checked over his shoulder. Brooke had made her way up onto the walkway, sandwiching him between a werewolf and a slime. He could try floating to another part of the factory, and that was probably the best tactical choice.

But he chose not to.

His mind throbbed with fresh sensations and an awakening perception that whatever magic he’d just wielded was one of many abilities. He didn’t know them well yet, but he knew of them, and that was a lot more than he’d possessed only a few minutes ago.

Neither Brooke nor Sammy looked eager to charge in, and so he concentrated, testing the texture of each ability, tasting their potential power until he found one that felt strangely familiar, even though he knew he’d never used it.

He used it now, commanding the flows of magic within his body as if they were his old friends.

The hairs on his skin prickled, and a sheen of reddish energy crackled into existence before turning invisible.

“A Sanguine Shield?” Emma shook her fist. “Yeah! You go, Clarke! You’ve got this!”

Brooke dashed forward, her boots thudding across the walkway. She swung at him, and this time he didn’t block. Her fingers clawed through the air, and a sheen of energy crackled as she struck, absorbing her attack like a layer of invisible armor. Still, he felt the blow. Not physically, not with his body, but through the shield. The impact drew upon some resource within his being, something hidden and ethereal but still an integral part of who he was.

He brought the pipe crashing down on her exposed forearm and connected.

“Ouch!”

Brooke jerked her arm back. She shook out the limb, a shallow cut across her skin.

“He managed to hurt you?” Sammy asked, surprised.

“Yeah. That smarted!” Brooke sucked on the fresh wound, which was already closing up. “Cut me a bit, too.”

“With a pipe?”

Clarke inspected the makeshift weapon. A snap of red energy danced up the length and then back down to his hands. He wasn’t sure why, but he leaned the pipe against the railing and stared at his open hand.

The shape of the pipe remained: a ghostly, reddish echo of the weapon.

He focused once more, and the red shadow snapped into vivid clarity, now transformed into a fully realized scarlet sword.

“And my thirstblade, I presume.” Clarke smiled as he held the weapon aloft.

“Wow,” Sammy breathed.

“Hey, time out!” Brooke shouted, making a T with her hands. She leaned over the railing. “This is getting serious now. Can I go all out?” Clarke could have sworn he saw her tail wagging.

“Sure!” Emma replied with a wave. “Knock yourselves out! I’m sure he can handle it!”

“Wait, what?” Clarke blurted.

“All right!” Brooke punched her palm. “Time to really cut loose!”

“You said it!” Sammy replied, stripping off her leather jacket.

“Hold on a second!” Clarke exclaimed, suddenly worried. “Don’t I have a say in this?”
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All five of them reconvened on the ground.

“Your grasp of foundational blood magic is impressive,” Ashley said, appraising his thirstblade and defensive aura with approving nods.

“Purify isn’t base tier magic,” Emma pointed out.

“He may have instinctively triggered that one.”

“I think she’s right,” Clarke said. “I was ready to puke my guts out, but I could feel something else at the same time. Almost like the counter was within reach, and all I had to do was trigger it.”

“Seems like everything turned out fine in the end,” Ashley said.

“No thanks to someone.” Emma gave Sammy a stern side eye.

“Yeah, sorry about that.” Sammy looked down and kicked a random pebble aside. “I let a little too much toxin slip. My bad. Sorry, Clarke.”

“What would have happened if I hadn’t magicked it away?” Clarke asked. “Would it have killed me?”

“No!” Sammy said urgently, holding her hands up, open-palmed. “Nothing like that!”

“You just would have been bedridden for the rest of the week,” Emma said.

“Hey, I would have sucked the toxin out before that!”

“Oh?” Emma’s eyes twinkled mischievously. “Was that your plan all along?”

Sammy’s jaw moved as if she were trying to find the right words, but no sounds came out. She wagged an angry finger at the smug succubus, but eventually relented and crossed her arms with a huff.

“Come on.” Brooke bounced on her toes. “We going to fight or not? I hardly ever get to go all out!”

“Clarke?” Emma asked. “You up for some more?”

“A question first. What, exactly is ‘all out’ for these two?”

“Can I show him?” Brooke continued to bounce on her toes. “Can I?”

“You go for it, girl,” Emma said.

“Yes! Clarke, check this out!”

Brooke backed away and kicked off her sandals.

She clenched her teeth and flexed every muscle in her body. Her body bulged, veined biceps and engorged pectorals straining against her T-shirt, quadriceps and calves stretching her spandex leggings. She snarled, incisors lengthening, face wrinkling, nose and mouth extending, nails growing into heavy, scythed claws. Coarse fur sprouted from her exposed skin, puffing out around where the neck and sleeves constricted it.

Her feet and toes extended into digitigrade legs. Her shoulders broadened and her torso extended until the top of her head was at least seven feet tall. The T-shirt’s flesh-colored boob window art looked terribly out of place on her full, furry werewolf body.

“The law of conservation of mass is very unhappy with you right now,” Clarke said with fake indignation.

Werewolf Brooke brushed her long ponytail aside.

“You get used to it,” she said, her voice lower by at least an octave.

“Hey, Clarke?”

He faced Sammy, and then performed a doubletake. He’d been so engrossed in Brooke’s shifting that he’d missed Sammy stripping down to her black bra and panties. Her skin now possessed a pinkish, almost liquid sheen.

“Wanna see a magic trick?” Sammy asked with a half-smile.

“Sure.”

“Grab my bra.” She pointed at her cleavage. “Right here.”

“Um. Okay.”

He pinched the join between the cups with two careful fingers, somewhat leery about touching her skin after the whole toxin experience. There were few things that could put a damper on touching skin proximate to boobs, but that was one of them.

“Now hold still.”

Sammy stepped backward, and her bra plooped right through her torso, still hooked together to form a loop.

She spread her arms theatrically. “Pretty neat, huh?”

Clarke’s eyes darted to the bra in his hand and then to Sammy’s breasts, so perky he wasn’t even sure why she wore a bra.

“Very.”

“Being a slime has its advantages. Those hooks on the back can be so finicky!”

“I’ll take your word for it.” He didn’t have enough experience removing bras to disagree.

Not yet.

“Now can I have it back, please? My nipples are cold.”

“Sure.”

He handed the bra over, and Sammy balled it up and jammed it into her chest. A bra-like shadow unfolded with her and surfaced in the traditional position.

“That’s … one way to put a bra on.”

“The best way, you mean!”

“Can we fight now?” Brooke asked eagerly.

“I’m still not sure of what ‘all out’ means,” Clarke said.

“Exactly what you’d expect,” Ashley said. “None of you hold back.”

“But I have a sword.”

“So?”

“Well …” He looked down at the blood-hued blade then at the two ladies he was about to fight. “It’s a sword.”

“You’ll fight until one of you draws blood,” Ashley said.

Sammy cleared her throat noisily.

“Or gets hit in your case,” Ashley added.

The slime girl smiled. “That’s better.”

“Emma and I will call it out whenever someone scores.”

“You don’t have blood?” Clarke asked the slime girl.

“I do, but mine works differently from the rest of you. I don’t bleed from cuts, for instance. Wouldn’t want me and Brooke to have an unfair advantage.”

“Right …” Clarke sized up his two opponents, both experienced demihumans. “What’s unfair about any of this?”

“You say that, but we’re about to take on a blood knight,” Sammy said. “You don’t realize how intimidating that makes you, even at this stage.”

“Come on!” Brooke flexed her claws. “Let’s do this!”

“You ready for us, Clarke?” Sammy asked, standing nonchalantly with a hand on her hip.

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” He settled into a lower stance, sword held before him. A snap of red energy crackled across his body’s ethereal defenses before vanishing. “You only live once.”

“You say that like you’re expecting something bad to happen.”

“Am I wrong?”

“Combatants set?” Emma raised an arm. “Round two, go!”

Brooke exploded forward like a runner leaving the blocks. She cleared the distance to Clarke in two massive strides and swiped at him with claws that were terrifyingly prominent now, gleaming with the promise of damage. He dodged to the side, claws and blade connecting in a snap of red sparks. She swung with her free arm, but her forward momentum and the angle of his dodge made the attack awkward.

She overshot him, and Clarke drew a shallow line across her forearm with the tip of his blade.

“Hit!” Emma exclaimed. “Point to Clarke!”

“Aww.” Brooke backed away and licked a long tongue across her forearm. The wound was already closing.

“Maybe not rush in like an idiot this time?” Sammy said.

“Sorry.” Brooke joined the other demigirl. “I just get so excited when I go full wolf!”

“Well, try to hold it in. I’ll play fetch with you later.”

“Hey! Why you got to be like that?”

“Because you make it too easy.”

“Settle down, ladies.” Emma checked both sides. “Round three, go!”

Sammy gave Brooke a quick hand gesture, and the two split off, their paths curving toward Clarke in a clear effort to flank him. He could have pulled back, trying to keep both in front, but instead he dashed in, rushing down Sammy.

The slime girl whipped an arm at him, the limb stretching and elongating. The attack hit him in the shoulder and rebounded off with a brief flash. He sensed his connection to the Sanguine Shield change, not so much weakening as straining. That hit had come with a cost, one he couldn’t afford to pay out indefinitely.

But tanking that hit had brought him within reach of Sammy, and her eyes widened as he swung at her extended limb. He expected her body to bow around the attack like when he’d struck her with the pipe, but instead the thirstblade hissed through her flesh and cleaved the stretched limb off at the middle.

Half her arm plopped wetly onto the concrete.

“Oh, shit!” Clarke exclaimed.

“That’s a hit!” Emma declared.

“I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to⁠—”

“It’s all right.” Sammy frowned down at her own severed limb. “Shit happens.”

“I think you dropped something,” Emma said.

“Yeah, I see it.”

Sammy’s chest contracted as if she were letting out a deep breath, and her stump sprouted into a full arm. She flexed her new fingers, let out a disappointed huff, and walked over to her disconnected arm. Clarke wasn’t entirely sure, but her chest seemed to have shrunk by about the same volume her restored limb took up. She retrieved the severed part from the ground, balled it up, and jammed it into her chest. None of that, from losing the limb to shoving it back inside, seemed to cause her any pain.

“Okay. I’m whole again.”

“What was that about rushing in like an idiot?” Brooke asked pointedly.

Sammy opened her mouth, but then paused as if reconsidering her words.

“Yeah, I deserved that one.”

“Let’s try to take him down together this time.”

“Fine by me.”

“Everyone ready?” Emma asked. “Round four, go!”

Brooke and Sammy charged straight in, forgoing any subtlety this time. Claws flashed against his thirstblade, and Brooke kept swinging in a frantic blur while Sammy lashed at him with stretched limbs, sometimes arching in from above or angling down down low to entangle his feet.

He met their attacks, holding when he could and pulling back when they threatened to overwhelm him. They advanced so ferociously he struggled to find any openings. Or any he could capitalize on, at least. Whenever he saw one, the other girl used that window to attack.

And they were getting hits in on him. His shield sparked from each glancing blow, and he sensed the barrier tiring right alongside the burning in his muscles. Sweat glistened on his brow, and his arms and legs ached. Finally, Brooke caught him hard on the shoulder, and the shield shattered into twinkling snaps of red lightning.

Sammy whipped a comically long arm at him and coiled long, thin fingers around his neck. He sensed the toxins entering his body, picturing them as a black cloud expanding out from his neck, clouding his head, infecting his chest and then his limbs.

His vision blurred, and his head began to fog over. He swung at her stretched arm with the thirstblade. She coiled back.

He backpedaled and cast Purify. This time, the spell came naturally, and comforting warmth spread outward from his chest. His head cleared, his eyes focused, and⁠—

Brooke tackled him to the ground, and the thirstblade shattered into winking red motes.

“Gotcha!”

She gave him a quick, almost loving scratch on the cheek.

“Hit!” Emma said. “Point goes to the slime girl and the were-girl.”

“Wolf girl,” Brooke corrected, climbing to her feet.

“What’s the difference?”

“‘Were’ means man. You literally just called me a ‘man-girl’.”

“Oh.” Emma took on a thoughtful look, then shrugged her shoulders. “Whoops.”

Brooke extended a hand to Clarke. He took it, and she pulled him up to his feet.

“How’re you holding up?”

“Tired,” Clarke said, sweating and panting. “You two are a handful and then some! I could use a breather. And maybe some water, too.”

“Coming right up!” Emma hurried over to a backpack either Brooke or Sammy must have brought. She zipped it open and rummaged inside until she pulled out a bottled water. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” He unscrewed the cap and gulped down half the bottle. He didn’t even care it was lukewarm.

“Got enough energy in you for another round?” Ashley asked.

“Don’t think so. My shield is drained, and it feels like I won’t be raising it anytime soon.”

“Then perhaps we should call it quits for now.”

“Aww.” Brooke’s ears drooped. “But I was just getting started.”

“Sorry,” Clarke said. “Not happening. Not today.”

“Still, you did great!” Emma said.

“Yeah, I’m sold,” Sammy said. “With him on our team, this whole Broken Fang business has a real shot.”

Clarke smiled at her.

“Need me to draw out those toxins?”

“Nah, I was able to purge them right before Brooke crashed into me.”

“Hmm.” Sammy tapped her lips with a finger, her eyes bright with mischief. “What a shame.”

“You sure you can’t go another round?” Brooke begged.

“Yeah. I need to stop being hit so much. Without my shield, I’m just a regular, squishy human.”

“There may be another option,” Ashley said carefully. “If you’d like to test it out.”

“What’s that?”

“Can you summon your thirstblade still?”

“Let me try.” He held his arms out in a twohanded ghost grip and concentrated. A brief crackle of red lightning arced between his fingers, and the blade snapped into being.

“Good,” Ashley said. “Now we just need a volunteer.”

“For what?” Clarke asked.

“For you to syphon some health off of.” Ashley glanced over at Brooke meaningfully.

“Sure, he can have some of mine.” Brooke proffered her forearm.

“You want me to do what now?”

“Poke her in the arm and Drain some of her vitality,” Ashley said.

“Won’t that hurt her?”

“Don’t worry.” Brooke thumped her chest with a fist. “I’ve got plenty of stamina to spare on you.”

Sammy sniggered.

“Hey!” Brooke said, “I didn’t mean it like that!”

“Go ahead, Clarke,” Emma placed an arm around his shoulders. “Insert your tip into her.”

Brooke lowered her head. “Both of you are terrible!”

“But seriously,” Emma urged. “Give it a shot.”

“All right. Here goes.”

Clarke sank the edge of the thirstblade about a centimeter into Brooke’s furred forearm. In that moment, he felt a connection open, one full of potential and linked vitality. He could sense the wolf girl’s inhuman, seemingly limitless reserves of energy.

And he drew some of that wealth to himself as if he were drinking raw vitality through a straw.

“Oh, wow.” He pulled the sword back and stood a little straighter.

Brooke rubbed the shallow wound. “Feel any better?”

“I do. What about you?”

“Feel a bit tired. Nothing to worry about.”

“It worked, then?” Emma asked.

Clarke closed his eyes to concentrate. A shimmer of reddish energy danced across his body, and the Sanguine Shield snapped into place at full strength.

He opened his eyes. “I’ll say.”

“Normally, you’ll draw your strength from our enemies,” Ashley explained. “Your mana reserves are shallow compared to a vampire’s, and draw from your own life. But that weakness is also a strength, given your thristblade autocasts Drain on contact with an enemy. With that in your arsenal, every foe you face might as well be a combination magical battery and health kit.”

“Nice! I’m beginning to see why blood knights are such a big deal.”

“Up for round five?” Brooke asked hopefully.

The ladies looked to him, and he smiled back.

“Why, yes. I believe I am.”


Seven


Clarke went to Chester Creek University Monday morning as if nothing had changed.

Except everything had.

He’d spent most of Sunday wondering how to approach the next day, and he’d settled on “act natural,” which was easier said than done. Some of his classmates weren’t even human—well, weren’t fully human—and at least one of his professors was a bloodsucking vampire!

His first test came as soon as he left the parking deck. He passed a group of students hanging around outside the library, and realized all of them were demihumans! He guessed most were elves—judging by their ears and tall, slender builds—but one young woman must have been something else. A pair of ivory horns arched back above her ears and red scales crept up along her neck. Her eyes were black with gold pupils. Dragonkin, maybe?

He managed not to stare, and he was rather pleased with the results of this small exercise in self-control. He’d come a long way in just a few days.

His morning classes came and went without any commotion or drama, though he was keeping a rough tally in the back of his mind as the day dragged on. So far, it seemed that around a third of all CCU students were demihumans. That struck him as unusually high based on what he’d seen so far. Granted, he hadn’t spent much time in the city over the weekend—sticking with Emma and the others mostly—but he hadn’t noticed anywhere near those concentration levels outside the university grounds.

Additionally, his estimate could have been on the low side. All four ladies could pass as regular humans if they wanted to. How many of CCU’s students could do the same? It would be impossible to identify some of them as demihumans by sight alone. At least for him at his current skill level.

His eleven o’clock class was his first real challenge and the moment he’d been dreading the most. He arrived early and grabbed a seat near the back of Professor Heinrich’s Calculus 2 class. Emma arrived on time and sat next to him.

Heinrich showed up two minutes late, apologized for his tardiness—stating that faculty business had detained him—and then dove right to his lecture, picking up with the integration examples they’d reviewed on Friday.

Clarke studied the man more than the material during that hour, keeping an eye open for any sign the being before him was a vampire.

He saw none. Heinrich was, for all appearances, just another professor. A bit quirky, perhaps, but not in an alarming way.

Which horrified Clarke.

A true, honest to goodness monster stood before him. A creature with the cunning of a man and the bloodlust of a beast. A being that viewed humans like him as if they were vending machines with legs.

A part of him wanted to shout at the top of his lungs, to warn everyone in the class of the danger in their midst.

But what would his outburst have accomplished? Nothing, and only if he were lucky. His actions would have placed not only himself in danger, but Emma and the others as well, and he couldn’t do that—wouldn’t do that.

And so, he held his tongue. He took notes like the good student he wanted Heinrich to see and worked his way through the sample problems. The vampire dismissed class promptly at 11:50, and Clarke headed to the food court with Emma in tow. He ordered an Italian sub, grabbed a bottled water, then joined Emma at a table in the corner. She was already eating her boxed lunch.

“How are you holding up?” she asked.

“Fine, I guess.” Clarke set his tray down, then glanced around before sitting. The food court was thick with demihumans, just like the rest of the campus.

“What do you think of the view now that your vision’s unclouded?”

“It’ll take some getting used to.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

He leaned close and whispered. “I couldn’t tell Heinrich was a vampire.”

“They’re hard to spot, that’s for sure.”

“But aren’t I supposed to be a vampire killer?”

“Yep. One of a rare breed these days.”

“Then shouldn’t I be able to spot them?”

“You will. Give it time. Your powers are still awakening. Can’t expect to go from zero to full power in a weekend.”

“I know.” He sat back. “It still doesn’t sit right with me. I should feel repulsed by what he is, but instead I don’t feel anything. Can’t sense anything.”

“Have you sensed any of the spells around campus?”

“I don’t think so. Should I have?”

“Maybe. Ashley and I can work with you on your magic sensitivity. We’ll focus there over the weekend. Combat skills are important, but we need to make sure you build up your full kit. Given your blood knight heritage, you may become more attuned to magic than I am, and I’m no slouch.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“And speaking of heritage, Ashley brought up a good question. Would it be worth our time to check on your parents? See if either of them has the talent?”

“I was adopted. No idea who my biological parents are.”

“Really?” Emma’s eyebrows pinched together. “Your adoptive parents named you Joffrey Baratheon Clarke?”

“Yep.”

Emma wore a perplexed look for several seconds, then shrugged. “Never mind then.”

“What’s our next step?”

“Finding a lead on where Heinrich’s stored his grimoire. That’s Priority Number One for Ashley and me this week.”

“Anything I can do to help?”

“Not right now, and the same goes for Brooke and Sammy. Just hang tight while Ashley and I sniff around.”

“Got it.”

The two settled in and ate in relative silence. Clarke worked through his sub while Emma munched on her boxed lunch: teriyaki chicken over rice, steamed carrots and broccoli with a light coat of butter and salt, and a fruit medley for dessert. For someone who got at least some of her nutrients from … other sources, it was surprisingly balanced.

Speaking of those sources, another question came to his mind:

“Emma?”

“Yeah?”

“I’ve got something to ask you. But first, let me start by saying I’m sorry for not bringing this up earlier. The weekend was … dense.”

“No need to apologize. What’s on your mind?”

“Are you and I … dating?”

“Would you like us to be?”

Clarke blinked. That wasn’t the answer he’d expected.

“I know that look.” She smiled sweetly and set her fork down. “Here’s the crash course on how dating a succubus works. You see all this?” She gestured down the length of her body. “This is yours whenever you want it.”

“Oh.” His eyebrows shot up. “Whenever?”

“Within reason.” She winked at him. “I’m many things, but an exhibitionist isn’t one of them.”

“Duly noted.”

“If you’d like to date me on top of that, consider it a done deal. Easy as that. You want to date someone else instead—or someone else in addition to me—that won’t bother me in the slightest.”

“It won’t?”

“Monogamy isn’t a thing succubi do. Or most demihuman species, for that matter.”

“Then, you’d want the option of seeing other guys?”

“Nah,” she replied with a slow headshake.

“No?”

“Not interested.” She placed a delicate hand atop his. “Not after my first night with you. I got a taste of the good stuff.”

“Was it really that great for you?”

“Let me put it this way. Why would I ever buy store brand skim milk again when I can go directly to the cow?”

Clarke laughed. “I’m a cow?”

“The bull, then. A super sexy bull.” She gazed at him with a dreamy look in her eyes. “One with the creamiest, most delicious milk imaginable.”

He was about to make a comment on the implications of “bull milk” when he realized:

“Are you drooling?”

“Oh!” She grabbed her napkin and dabbed the damp corners of her mouth. “Sorry about that.”

Yeah, she definitely knew the implications.

Clarke chuckled, shaking his head. “I get the feeling dating you is going to be a straightforward experience.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” She finished wiping her mouth. “My question still stands, though. How do you feel about dating a succubus? Are you okay with that?”

“Yes. Yes, I am very okay with it.”

“Wonderful!” She leaned closer. “Then, as my first act as your new girlfriend, how about I start making extra boxed lunches each day? One for me, and one for my sexy boyfriend? How’s that sound to you?”

“That sounds great,” he replied, smiling.
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Clarke received a text from Brooke later that day, asking him to meet her in the stadium after his last class. By that hour, one side of the sky had darkened to a rich orange shot through with purple clouds, and the stadium lights shone across the football field and surrounding tracks.

About a dozen students were running laps, though Clarke got the impression they were close to finishing up for the day. Almost all of them were demihumans, many of them shifters in what he’d begun to think of as their hybrid forms.

Brooke spotted him almost instantly as he stepped onto the field, and he wondered how sharp her eyesight was. She waved at him as she ran past, completed one more lap, then jogged over to share a few words with the track and field coach. She grabbed two water bottles from an ice barrel beside the benches and joined him.

“Hey, Clarke.” She offered him a bottle. “Want one?”

“Sure. Thanks.”

He accepted the drink, twisted it open, and they picked a spot in the stands to sit down—not quite side by side, but close enough for him to feel the heat radiating off her in the cooling air. Sweat glistened on her skin and trickled down the firm arches of her breasts. She wore a red-and-white tank top with her name and the number 15 on both sides, along with matching shorts. The top pressed tightly against her body and left her firm midriff bare.

“Ahhh!” she exclaimed after draining half the bottle. Her tail swished contently.

“You wanted to see me?”

“Got an idea to run by you.” Her wolf ears perked. “Been thinking about it since Saturday. It’s how you floated around at the mill.”

“You mean how I …” He checked around them. They were the only two people on this side of the stands, and they were pretty far from the bench the rest of the track and field team was using. But unlike the food court, there wasn’t any ambient noise to mask their conversation.

“It’s all right.” Brooke flicked one ear then wrinkled her nose. “I’d know if anyone was close enough to listen.”

“I suppose you would.” He smiled at her, and she almost seemed to blush before he continued. “I was about to bring up my Power Graft and how I gained some of Emma’s magic.”

“That’d be it! You also brought up an important problem during our sparring.”

“Which is?”

“You’re too vulnerable when your shield is down. That could bite you in the ass if we find ourselves stuck in a bad fight.”

“You’re not wrong. Not sure what to do about it, though, besides get better.”

“Ah, but there is something we can do!” Her eyes glinted in the waning light. “You can use Power Graft on me. There’s no reason for you to stop at just Emma. Between a succubus, a werewolf, and a slime, you’ve got a veritable buffet of abilities to choose from.”

“What about Ashley?”

“I honestly don’t know if it’d work with her. She’s not actually a demihuman, you know.”

“Her celestial nature might not be compatible?”

“Can’t say for sure.” She shrugged. “Your best bet is to ask her yourself. But as far as I know, me and Sammy are fair game, which means you should be able to absorb some of my shifter magic. We werewolves are pretty hard to kill, even when we have a hex holding us back. Some magical durability and regen could come in handy in a pinch.”

“I wouldn’t start growing fur or howling at the moon, would I?”

“No, no, nothing like that.” She chuckled, shaking her head. “At least I don’t think so. Granted, I don’t actually know how your Power Graft works, but I did talk to Emma about it earlier today. She thinks at first you’ll only pick up basic attributes or skills like her flying or my toughness, though weaker than the original’s.”

“At first?”

“She made it sound like you’ll eventually grow powerful enough to mimic our abilities at full strength, and even target which attributes you want to absorb.” She leaned in and grinned toothily, her canines glinting in the light. “Also, the whole howling-at-the-moon thing is way overblown in media.”

“Vampiric propaganda?”

“More like vampires being total jerks! They never skip a chance to put us werewolves down.”

“So that rivalry is overblown, too?” He recalled all the movies he’d seen that pitted vampires against werewolves in ages-old feuds.

“If there’s a problem, it’s because they keep provoking us.” Brooke huffed, but then shook her head, as if to brush the irritation away.

“I see.” He took a swig of water and watched the training session wind down.

“So.” Brooke scooched an inch closer. “What do you say?”

“About the whole Power Graft thing?”

“Yeah.”

“I think it’s a great idea. The less dying I do, the better.”

Brooke laughed.

“When do you want to try?” he asked.

“Whenever you’re ready.” She leaned even closer. “All you and I should need is some time together with no prying eyes.”

“I’m scheduled to meet Emma and Ashley at the mill this Saturday. Would that work?”

“That …” She sat back. Her ears drooped a little and her shoulders sagged. “Yeah. That’ll work fine.”

Something in the tone of her voice struck Clarke as off. Had he missed something there?

He glanced over at her, but she stared out at the field instead of meeting his eyes. Had this meeting been about Broken Fang business? Or something else? Or both?

Was Brooke coming on to me? he wondered. All the ladies knew I’d spent Friday with Emma.

That, by itself, should have set some boundaries. It certainly had in his mind. But then he recalled what Emma had said.

“Monogamy isn’t a thing succubi do. Or most demihuman species, for that matter.”

He’d been so focused on the first part that he hadn’t fully considered the second, and what it could possibly mean for his future with his new friends. He hadn’t noticed any interest from Brooke until now, but Sammy had been flirty as hell at the mill!

Perhaps I should ask Emma for a crash course on how to date wolf girls, he thought. And maybe slime girls, too, while I’m at it. Because life isn’t getting any less complicated for me.

“Saturday then?” Brooke asked, somewhat distantly.

“Yeah,” he said, determined to consider his words more carefully in the future. “Looking forward to it.”
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He didn’t see much of the ladies until the weekend, except for Emma, and even she was relegated to classes and the food court. True to her word, she packed him lunches every day, and they were all delicious. She even went so far as to insert handwritten notes, signed with a kiss of lipstick.

He met Emma at her apartment early Saturday morning. He would have liked to have spent every evening over at her place, but she and Ashley were busy searching for Heinrich’s grimoire. Ashley joined them promptly at 9 o’clock, and they drove out to the abandoned steel mill once breakfast had been demolished and cleaned up. Once there, they began his first formal lesson in magic.

“How about now?” Emma asked from somewhere in front of him.

Clarke sat with folded legs in the center of the huge room where he’d fought Brooke and Sammy. His eyes were closed, though he wore a blindfold to enforce the point as he concentrated on the magic around him. He’d spent most of the day like this, feeling out the currents of magic around him rather relying on sight or sound, only stopping for one of Emma’s amazing boxed lunches. This one featured baby tomatoes and mozzarella chunks on skewers with balsamic drizzle, rolls of prosciutto, a slice of garlic bread, and fresh grapes. (He wasn’t sure if this was a succubus-related skill or not, but either way, it rocked.)

Except for that brief break, he’d spent the majority of the day blindfolded and sitting on this one spot.

He focused on the nearby magical aura. His perception of magic had changed over the past week, or perhaps had slowly awakened. Like someone who’d been cloistered in a dark room suddenly walking out into the noon sun. It took time for everything to stop being a bright, milky blur.

The spell behind him felt … yellow, tall, and warm. He found it easiest to ascribe mundane descriptions to the magical sensations, to make them less overwhelming and easier to process. This one he recognized from earlier in the day.

“Illuminate.”

“Very good,” Emma said. “Can you tell where she is?”

“Um. I’m guessing about twenty feet away. Behind and to the left.”

“She’s a bit further away than that, but not bad. You’re doing better. Next?”

“Go ahead.”

The magic faded, like winking motes behind his eyelids. He covered his ears and counted to ten. Not much point to the exercise if he could hear where Ashley moved to each time.

He uncovered his ears and concentrated on the magic once more.

This one was blue, bold, wide. Perhaps a bit warm and fresh, too. Like a gentle breeze.

“Um. Not sure. Feels a similar to when I float around, but that’s all I’ve got.”

“You’re closer than you realize,” Emma said. “She’s flying right now. Can you tell where she is?”

“Somewhere to the left, but that’s as close as I can get.”

“Take a look, then.”

Clarke peeled back the blindfold and looked.

Ashley hovered up near the skylight, a pair of wide, feathery wings unfurled to either side. The feathers were so perfect and pure they seemed to sparkle, and her hairband glowed like a half-circle of gold.

She settled to the ground with delicate clicks of her heels, and the wings vanished in a brief shower of vanishing feathers. Her hairband dimmed back to normal.

“Not gonna lie,” Clarke said. “That was pretty awesome.”

“I’m surprised you weren’t able to guess my position. You’ve been getting so close for the past hour.”

“I bet it’s because you were up in the air.” He tapped his temple. “I wasn’t paying attention to up and down. Need to start thinking in three axes when it comes to magic.”

“It’s a good lesson to keep in mind,” Emma said. “Some vampires can fly, and plenty of their summons can, too.”

The sound of wheels crunching through gravel caught everyone’s attention. Emma hurried over to a window.

“Brooke’s here. And it looks like she brought food.”

Clarke heard a car door slam, and then Brooke walked in with a pizza box in her hands.

“Hey there!” Her eyes met Clarke’s for a brief moment, but then darted away. “I got the munchies on the way over, and since I was coming this way, I bought extra. Anyone want a slice?”

“I could go for a small bite,” Ashley said, giving Emma a dirty look. “Someone forgot to pack a lunch for me.”

“You didn’t ask,” the succubus replied.

Ashley opened the proffered box, but then gave the contents a disapproving frown.

“So much meat.”

“What’s wrong with that? You know I like meat.”

“Are there even any vegetables on this abomination?”

“There might be a few scraps hiding under the cheese.”

Ashley sighed and, with a little headshake, stepped away.

“Clarke, you want some before I dig in?” Brooke held out the box for him.

“That’s fine. I just⁠—”

Emma gave him a quick, stealthy nudge in the small of his back.

“Actually, yeah, I could go for a slice.”

He grabbed one, and so did Emma. The three of them sat down on the available “furniture” while Ashley stepped outside.

Brooke practically inhaled her first slice. She must have been famished!

“How goes the training?” she asked, grabbing a second.

“Very well,” Emma said. “His sense for spells is developing at a brisk pace. Ashley and I are having trouble stumping him.”

“Have you tried out Power Graft yet?”

“Nope. We were waiting for you.”

Brooke nodded, then ate her second slice quietly, followed by her third and fourth. The three of them polished off the pizza box, and Brooke handed out some napkins. Everyone cleaned up, and she took the empty box and trash out to her Jeep.

“Wow,” Emma said softly once they were alone. “That happened fast.”

“What’s that?”

“Brooke. She views you as a potential alpha.”

“Meaning?”

“She’s interested in you.”

“I was wondering about that, actually.”

“Well, wonder no more. You have an empath sitting next to you, and one who’s attuned to sexual desire. She bought that pizza for you, not us. Give it a little time, and she’ll be wanting to taste a different kind of meat.” Emma licked her lips. “A very deep, very thorough taste.”

“And how do you feel about that?”

“Depends.” Her voice became huskier. “When the time comes, would you like to do just her or have me join in?”

“Uh.” He hadn’t expected that!

Emma laughed sweetly. “I kid, I kid. Threesomes can be awkward. It’s better to get to know a new partner before trying anything more advanced.”

“Are you speaking from experience?”

“Actually, no. That’s just a lesson my parents taught me.”

“About how to correctly handle threesomes?”

Emma nodded.

“Wow. The sex talk must be weird in succubus households.”

“Oh, you have no idea!” she said, eyes laughing.

Brooke returned, again hesitant to meet Clarke’s eyes, and Ashley followed her in.

“Shall we give it a try?” Brooke asked.

“Sure!” Clarke said, making his enthusiasm obvious. “Been looking forward to this all week.”

Brooke’s shyness instantly flashed into a grin. Yes, that was definitely the right thing to say.

“Here.” Emma rearranged two wooden chairs. “Start by sitting down across from each other. Nice and close.”

Clarke and Brooke followed her instructions and took their positions, close enough that Clarke had to spread his legs to make room for Brooke’s knees.

“Now take hold of each other,” Emma said. “Physical contact is a requirement for this to work.”

Clarke held out his open palms, and Brooke rested her forearms in his hands. They each grasped the other’s wrists. She met his eyes this time, holding his gaze with more certainty than before. It was the first time he’d paused to appreciate her wolf eyes, how their yellow coloring imbued her face with a fierce, primal beauty.

“Brooke, your job in this is to be at ease.”

The wolf girl nodded and took a few deep breaths, as if kicking off a meditative session. The muscles in her face and shoulder slackened, becoming more relaxed and placid.

“And now it’s your turn, Clarke. Find the core of her magic.”

He closed his eyes and focused his inner eye. Brooke was a pulsating presence before him. A heartbeat without a heart. A core of magical essence pressed into the shape of an athletic young woman.

He reached toward her without moving, touched the magic beating within her chest.

And …

Nothing?

He grimaced and tried again.

Again, nothing.

He shifted in his seat and huffed out a breath.

“Don’t force it,” Emma said. “Stay calm. Loosen up.”

“I’m trying.”

Clarke took a few deep breaths to regroup and then reached out once more. He touched Brooke’s magic, caressed it as softly as possible, but found he couldn’t press inward. Something impeded his progress. A barrier of some sort? No, that wasn’t right. The problem wasn’t on Brooke’s side, but on his. He wasn’t sure how he knew this, except perhaps that some instinct or sixth sense provided him with the necessary clarity.

But how was he blocking himself? He wanted this to succeed, right? Why block his own magic? Why was this so difficult? He’d managed every task the ladies had put in front of him so far, even excelled at some. Why would this be any different? He’d already succeeded once, and by accident!

What could possibly be the problem?

“You’re growing anxious,” Emma warned. “You need to stay relaxed.”

“I’m trying.”

They worked at it for a whole hour, took a break, then tried again, failed again. As an experiment, Emma swapped positions with Brooke, but nothing came of it. He failed even where he’d succeeded before, and the two women swapped places again.

In the end, he realized it didn’t matter what they tried; Power Graft wouldn’t kick in, and all Clarke managed to succeed at was frustrating himself and disappointing the ladies.

“I’m sorry,” he said at last. “It’s just not happening today.”

“That’s all right.” Emma placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. She stood behind him with Brooke seated in front. “We gave it a solid try.”

“Is it because of me?” Brooke asked worriedly.

“No,” Clarke replied quickly, eager to reassure her. “The problem’s me, though hell if I know why. Maybe the first time was a fluke, and I need to sharpen my skills before I can make it work on demand.”

“Could be,” Emma said. “We’ll try again next week.”

“Yeah …”

Clarke stood up and stretched his legs. He rubbed his tailbone, which had gone sore from sitting in the chair too long. Brooke headed out first, and the other two followed soon after in Emma’s car. She and Ashley were due to head back to the university that night to continue their search, so he said his goodbyes and drove home.

He struggled to fall asleep that night, his mind dwelling on the mystery behind his failure.


Eight


The following week proved to be uneventful.

Up until the point it wasn’t.

Clarke’s classwork had piled up over the previous week, and he found it rather refreshing to have a breather from the supernatural. All that changed when Emma sent him a text on Friday:

We found it. Meet at the usual place at 5?

He typed his reply: I’ll be there.

He arrived at the steel mill about half an hour late thanks to a bad accident outside CCU’s main parking deck. He was the last to arrive, and the sun had dipped into the treetops behind the mill, filling the parking lot with long shadows. Soft, orange light spilled out through the mill’s broken windows.

He headed inside.

“There he is!” Emma said with a big grin.

“Sorry, ladies. Traffic was a mess.”

“Glad you made it here in one piece, then,” Brooke said.

“Hey.” Sammy gave him a wave as she leaned against a pipe. She wore her black biker leathers, which Clarke had expected with her Kawasaki outside. He hadn’t anticipated Brooke and Emma to also be dressed in black. Even Ashley had forgone her usual attire for dark grays.

“Is it just me, or did I miss the dress code memo?”

“Don’t you worry. Got you covered.” Emma handed him a black hoodie. “I bought this up for you on the way here.”

Clarke slipped the garment over his shirt, pulled it snug, and shook the hood out.

“Fits perfectly. Thanks.”

“It should.” Emma danced her fingers across her chest and lowered her voice. “I pay close attention when it comes to a man’s size.”

Sammy snorted.

“Something funny?” Emma asked with a fake air of innocence.

“Just you being the Queen of Subtlety. As usual.”

“It’s not my fault I have an eye for details.” Emma slung an arm around his waist. “I’ve missed you, by the way.”

“You see him every day!” Sammy protested.

“Not in the evenings. I’ve worked up quite the appetite, you see.”

Brooke blushed at the exchange while Sammy rolled her eyes.

“Come on, ladies.” Ashley crossed her arms. “Settle down. We’re here on business.”

“You found it, then?” Clarke asked.

“Yep!” Emma said. “We caught Heinrich with his grimoire out, and Ashley managed to plant a Tracking spell on it. He keeps the book at a Cube4Rent just outside the city. Storage unit Green Five.”

“A cheap self-storage site?” Clarke asked. “He doesn’t keep it at home or at work? That seems odd.”

“Which may be why he keeps it there,” Ashley said. “Misdirection is as natural to a vampire as breathing, so don’t let the innocuous location fool you. It will be defended.”

“What should we expect?”

“Hard to say. Familiars, protective spells, perhaps even a thrall or two. We won’t know until we’re neck deep.”

“That brings up a question I’ve had: what exactly is a thrall? I know they were vampiric servants in Ashley’s campaign, but where do they come from?”

“They’re regular people who’ve been brainwashed by a vampire,” Emma explained. “Typically with a spell like Dominate or Enthrall. Sometimes Persuade will work if the human’s mind is weak enough. The requirements vary from person to person, and vampire to vampire. Most of the time it’s a difficult, complicated process, which is about the only good thing I can say about it. Thralls are victims as much as the people vampires feed on, and sometimes are one and the same.”

“That’s about what I expected. Is there any way we can save them?”

“Rarely is there ever enough left to save.”

Clarke nodded grimly, understanding. “Then if we have to, we shouldn’t hesitate to take them out.”

“They certainly won’t hesitate to do the same to us.”

“Should one of us scout out the location beforehand?” he asked. “Gather some intel before we rush in?”

“Ideally, yes,” Ashley said. “One of my Scrying spells would normally do the trick.”

“I’m detecting an unspoken ‘but’.”

“Because there is one. The site is Warded. My Tracking spell broke as soon as it hit the threshold. It’ll take a very strong Scrying to punch through that kind of interference. I can pull it off, but the spell will set off enough magical alarms to wake the dead. He’ll know someone’s snooping around, which could lead him to strengthen his defenses or relocate the grimoire entirely.”

“Sounds like our best bet is to go straight for the grimoire,” Clarke said, “even if we are heading in blind.”

“That’s my thinking as well.”

Clarke turned to Brooke and Sammy, eager to gauge their reactions. He’d be facing Heinrich’s defenses right alongside them, and he was relieved to see both women held themselves with a mix of confidence and eagerness.

“We can handle this,” Sammy said.

Brooke nodded with a slim smile, ears tall, tail wagging.

“Then I say we go for it,” Clarke said. “When do we bust in?”

“Tonight,” Ashley said.

“No time like the present.”

“Yeah!” Emma pumped the air. “Time to kick off this campaign for real!”
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They took Emma’s car to the self-storage site. Ashley claimed the front seat, which left the others to pile into the back. Clarke ended up sandwiched between Brooke and Sammy, though neither girl seemed to mind. Brooke kept her hands to herself, arms folded under her breasts, while Sammy rested a hand over his thigh. A gloved hand, fortunately.

Emma drove them to a strip plaza that ran parallel to the Cube4Rent and pulled into the employee parking behind the strip. A few lights were on, but theirs was the only car. They climbed out, and Ashley led them through a line of trees and up a hill that overlooked the self-storage site.

They crouched together in a patch of tall grass.

The storage cubes were arranged in contiguous rows with heavy rollup doors on either side, all of them numbered and color coded.

Emma raised a pair of binoculars to her eyes.

“Just one vehicle in the parking lot. But I don’t see anyone walking around.”

“Maybe they’re inside one of the cubes?” Brooke asked.

“Maybe. Each row has a PTZ camera mounted beneath the floodlights, and there’s a chain link fence around the site. Other than that, it’s a clear shot from here to Heinrich’s cube.”

“Will the cameras be a problem?” Clarke asked.

“No,” Ashley said. “The spells I put on your clothes will conceal your identities from any recording devices.”

Clarke tugged on his new hoodie in lieu of a question.

“Yes, that one, too. I cast the spell before you arrived at the mill. Anyone watching you on video will know someone was here but won’t know it was you. To regular humans, your image will appear too blurry to make out, and they’ll assume it was an issue with the camera’s focus or gunk on the lens. Something like that.”

“What if a vampire looks over the footage?”

“Any vampire worth his fangs will recognize the Concealment spells but still won’t be able to tell it was you.”

“Handy. I’d hate to end up in jail before we get to kick our first vampire’s butt.”

“Still no one in sight,” Emma reported, lowering her binoculars. “That car might be a clunker someone left in the lot.”

“Then let’s get to it!” Clarke said, summoning his Sanguine Shield.

“Here, for the book.” Emma handed him an empty backpack.

Brooke kicked off her sandals and shifted into her full werewolf form, while Sammy stripped off her gloves, shoes, coat, and pants. Her skin glistened with a pale, pink sheen, which contrasted with her black bra and panties.

Clarke led the way down the hill and across to the fence. He glanced back over his shoulder.

“Brooke, you bring the bolt cutters?”

“Sure did!”

Brooke raked both claws downward, then swiped once across at waist height. Severed pieces of fence tinkled to the ground, and a rectangular section levered down. She grabbed it before it hit the ground then shifted it aside.

“After you,” Brooke said, sweeping a broad arm toward the new hole.

“Perfect.”

Clarke crouch-walked through the gap in the fence. Sammy followed him in, and Brooke took up the rear, replacing the fence piece once she was inside. Clarke took a right, followed the long row of rollup doors to its end, then cut across their colored fronts. He found the conspicuously green one and was about to check around the corner when Brooke grabbed his shoulder and jerked him back.

“Hold it,” she hissed under her breath. “Someone’s there.”

She bobbed her head to indicate the direction then tapped an ear.

Clarke nodded his understanding. He eased up to the corner and inched one eye into view. He stole a quick glance then backed away.

“One guy,” he whispered. “A big fella, and he’s standing right in front of Heinrich’s unit.”

“Think he’s a thrall?” Brooke asked.

“What else could he be?” Sammy said.

“Let me check.” Clarke lowered his head and focused his inner eye toward Heinrich’s cube. He’d expected to find magic pouring off the building but sensed nothing remarkable about it. Perhaps the Ward was blocking him?

He shifted his focus to the man instead.

Iron, he thought. The taste of iron. Like sucking on a rusted nail. Cold and sharp and maybe a bit brittle.

He couldn’t identify the exact spell, but he knew enough from his lessons to generalize. The iron was the key.

So close to the taste of blood.

“Yeah, he’s got vampiric spells on him.”

“Want me to take him out?” Brooke asked.

Clarke met the werewolf’s gaze. He glanced down at her razor-sharp claws then up into her eyes.

“Won’t that be messy?” he asked.

“Knock him out,” she clarified.

“You two hang back here,” Sammy said. “I’ve got this one. Clarke, hold this for me.”

She pressed a bundle of something warm and soft into his hands. Her body liquefied and dropped into a pink puddle, which then oozed swiftly around the corner.

Clarke looked down at the undergarments Sammy had stuffed into his hands, and then he sighed.

“Her, too, I guess.”

“Something up?” Brooke asked.

“I’ll explain later.”

He peeked around the corner.

The guard stood rigidly in front of a rollup door about halfway down the row, eyes forward, shoulders squared, hands clasped in front. He wore a tan windbreaker despite the pleasant weather, which made Clarke wonder if the jacket concealed a firearm. His nocturnal sunglasses did nothing to make him appear any more normal.

Sammy slithered up the wall and onto the roof without making a sound. Clarke lost sight of her until she reappeared, oozing down behind the sentry.

Her face took form in the pink slime, upside down and directly behind the man’s own head. She licked the back of his neck, then recoiled upward.

The man smacked the spot as if trying to swat a fly. He rubbed the base of his neck, grimacing for a moment—before his jaw clamped shut and the muscles in his neck bulged outward. He staggered forward, both hands clenching his gut.

“Huk! Huk! Hu-u-u-u-urk!”

The man puked out his dinner. He collapsed to his knees, heaved again, and more chunks spewed from his mouth. His forehead smacked against the pavement, and he kicked his legs out, scrambling frantically in place as the contents of his gut fought to be free of his body.

Clarke cringed. “That does not look pleasant.”

As if it wasn’t dramatic enough already, the man twisted around and flopped onto his back. He groaned and gurgled before more vomit fountained out of his mouth. As his latest heave splattered on the ground, he began twitching uncontrollably, arms and legs and even his head thrashing for a whole minute until finally he stopped and lay still.

Clarke stepped out into the open.

“Uh, Sammy?”

The slime girl leaped off the roof and landed in human form, completely naked.

“You didn’t kill him, did you?” He walked up to the sentry and prodded him with the toe of his boot. The man twitched, eyes rolled back into his head, mouth foaming.

“Nah. He’ll be fine in a few days.”

She took her bra and panties out of his hand and jammed them into her chest. Two cloth shadows unfolded within her body and floated apart before emerging at the normal locations.

“A few days?” Clarke asked.

“Yep. Why? You want me to put him down for longer?”

“No, no!” he replied quickly. “A few days is fine.”

“Eww!” Brooke rubbed her snout. “He crapped himself, too!”

“Sorry?” Sammy gave her an indifferent shrug. “Not my fault.”

“How is this not your fault?”

“Well, you see, when the human body needs to purge a foreign substance, it’s not picky about the exit.”

“Ladies, let’s stay focused,” Clarke said. “Brooke, would you mind getting the door?”

“On it.”

She bent down and ripped the lock out with one quick jerk. Clarke grabbed the handle at the base of the rollup door and lifted.

His eyes widened when he saw what was inside.

Or rather, what wasn’t.

“Well.” He licked his suddenly dry lips. “Didn’t see this coming.”
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“I know we didn’t expect this,” Ashley said over the phone, “but the bottom line is we need that grimoire.”

“Then we head in?” Clarke asked. “This could take a while.”

“I don’t see any other option. Emma and I will keep watch from here. We’ll let you know if we spot trouble heading your way.”

“Understood.” He pocketed his phone. “Ashley says we keep going.”

“Fine by me.” Brooke finished dragging the guard into the self-storage unit. She let go of his armpits, and he sprawled on the floor.

Clarke eyed the back of the cube.

The missing back of the cube.

Someone had removed the back wall, joining this cube with one on the opposite side of the row, then installed a flight of wooden steps that led down into unseen depths. He found a switch and flipped it. Lights flickered on, illuminating the sterile steps that leveled off about two stories underground.

Definitely not a standard subscription unit.

“I’ll go first,” Brooke said, closing the rollup door behind them. “I’m the toughest and who knows what’s down there.”

“Good idea.”

They headed down the stairs with Brooke in the lead. The path widened into a large rectangular room at the bottom. The air was cool and dry, and the room furnished with thick, red carpeting and a long wooden table with a single highbacked chair. Three doors led out in three different directions through the cinderblock walls. Power conduits ran under awkward folds in the carpet to three wall-mounted junction boxes, one for each door.

“Pick a door,” Brooke said softly. “Any door.”

“Can you sense any magic?” Sammy asked.

“Nothing distinct or recognizable,” Clarke said. “Maybe if I get closer.”

“Then I guess we’ll have try our luck.”

“Guess so. Brooke? Start on the left. We’ll sweep around, one door at a time until we find that book.”

“You got it.”

They bunched up outside the first door. Brooke cracked it open, sniffed the air, then swung it wide.

A blast of cold air hit Clarke in the face, and he shivered.

Brooke halted at the threshold and growled deep in her throat. Clarke couldn’t see the room past her.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Death.”

“What, like literally? Is that a thing?”

“No, I mean dead animals. Poor things.”

Brooke stepped aside to let Clarke pass. Cold air bit at his face, neck, and hands as he walked in—and a chill from a deeper place struck him when he looked inside. Frost encrusted the concrete surfaces while furred carcasses hung from the ceiling on meat hooks, most missing their heads. Long, metal basins sat underneath each row, collecting the dead animals’ blood.

It resembled a butcher’s freezer, except the goal wasn’t to drain the carcasses in preparation for the next step; the draining was the purpose. He couldn’t tell the different breeds apart without their heads, but they weren’t pigs or cows.

Some of them were small.

Very small.

House pet small.

“Heinrich’s pantry,” Sammy whispered, her voice as cold and harsh as the air.

“This is sick,” Clarke said. “The man volunteers at a rescue shelter!”

“And now we know why.” Sammy gave his shoulder a tug. “Come on. I doubt the book’s in here.”

“Right.” Clarke stepped out and closed the door, cutting off the chill. “Let’s look elsewhere.”

Brooke cracked the middle door open and sniffed the air.

“Nothing dead in here,” she said, and swung the door wide.

This room featured a cozy recliner, the leather along its back and seat cracked with age and use. A stack of books sat atop the nightstand beside the chair, and more books filled the two metal bookcases bolted into the side walls. The racks along the far wall held dozens of jars, their labels yellowed with age. Intricate markings covered a circular patch of the floor.

“Much more promising!” Sammy said.

“What’s all this?” Clarke pointed to the floor markings. “Feels like vampire magic.”

“Could be part of a magic circle.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“Don’t know. Looks unfinished.” Sammy poked the edge with her toe. Nothing happened. “Seems safe.”

“Sammy?”

“What?”

“Isn’t that the same as sticking your tongue in an electrical outlet to check if the wires are live?”

“Heck if I know. I don’t do the magic stuff. Now, come on. Let’s find that book!”

Sammy stepped around the unfinished magic circle. She grabbed a book off the shelf, leafed through it, then tossed it aside and pulled out another. Brooke joined her, and the two began working their way through the vampire’s library.

Clarke walked up to the opposite case, since he didn’t want to crowd the ladies while they worked. He pulled a book off the shelf, checked the spine—just a date and some German—and leafed through the interior.

An old ledger of some kind. Not the grimoire.

He tossed it aside and reached for another.

His fingers touched the top of the spine, but then he hesitated, his mind racing all of a sudden.

Was there a way he could speed up this process?

He wondered, closed his eyes.

And opened a different one.

The first thing he sensed was the magic circle, heavy with the taste of iron, but mingled with hints of raw meat, coarse hair, and teeth. He shifted his mind’s eye elsewhere, letting it float about like an ethereal dousing rod.

He found his focus drawn to the stacks at the back, to the labeled jars. Why, he couldn’t say, but he let himself be pulled toward them. He rounded the circle’s inscriptions and walked slowly from one side of the racks to the other, a finger tracing dust off the top shelf.

None of the jars drew his attention.

He dropped his finger down a shelf and paced back the other way.

Something tickled at his mind near the center, and he stopped in front of two jars: one filled with small bones, the other some kind of powder. He pushed them side, revealing the cinderblock wall behind the racks.

He grimaced at the wall for long seconds, unsure why he was staring at it or what he was looking for.

He reached toward it, rested his fingers lightly on the block, and felt for the flows of magic.

Iron. Subtle, but present. Along with … wet ink? Yes, fresh ink—cool and crisp—but coupled with furnace heat and walls of volcanic glass.

He ran a finger along the block’s cement groove, then pressed into it with his nail.

The “cement” gave to the pressure like soft clay.

“I found something!”

Brooke and Sammy joined him at the back wall, and he dug out more of the fake cement with his fingernail.

“Something’s behind this block.”

“I’ve got this.” Brooke raked a single claw around the block, excavating the fake cement. She sank her claws into the block and pulled it out, revealing a hidden compartment.

And a heavy, leatherbound book.

Clarke pulled the tome out and opened it near the center. The pages were covered with tiny, blurred text. He flipped through it, but every page was equally muddled.

“A Concealment spell?”

“That must be Heinrich’s grimoire,” Sammy said.

“Can we be sure?”

“None of the other books are protected with magic. Plus, it was hidden behind a wall. What else could it be?”

“All right.” Clarke stuffed the book into his backpack and zipped it up. “Guess we’ll need Ashley to decipher this mess. Let’s get out of here before⁠—”

The magic circle began to glow with ghoulish light.

“Oh, shit.”

All at once, the center of the circle blazed with greenish fire, its flames hot like a natural blaze but somehow containing all the welcoming warmth of a corpse left outside in the dead of winter. A bestial shape began to coalesce amidst the green corpse light, its four-legged silhouette bulky and low to the ground.

“We must have triggered a booby trap!” Brooke shouted over the roar of the flames.

“You think?” Sammy snapped.

“The door!” Clarke shouted. “While it’s summoning! Go!”

They bolted past the magic circle, racing for the open door, but it slammed shut on its own. Metal creaked, and spikes shot into the surrounding walls and ceiling, anchoring it in place.

Brooke slammed her shoulder into it. The door buckled but didn’t break. She raked her claws across it, and sparks flew into the air. The door refused to yield.

“It’s coming through!” Sammy shouted.

“Get ready!” Clarke conjured his thirstblade. “We can do this!”

“Fuck!” Brooke swung back around, brandishing her claws.

The green flames snuffed themselves out, and smoke rose from a creature not unlike a Doberman, but much larger and more heavily muscled. It must have weighed over four hundred pounds at least.

The beast’s body was covered in short, black fur. Its ears were two tall points, and steam escaped through its glistening teeth with every hot breath. The eyes burned two harsh, glowing points of green within its hollow sockets.

“Hellhound,” Sammy breathed.

The beast bellowed, flecks of spittle flying from its gums.

Brooke let out her own savage roar and charged at the creature.

The hellhound leaped, powerful hind legs propelling it forward with all the force of a cannonball. It slammed into Brooke, knocking the wind out of her. Ribs cracked, and she folded over until her hands almost touched her ankles. She hit the ground hard on her side, and the hellhound bolted past her, eyes fixed on Clarke.

“Brooke!” he called out.

“I’m … fine …” she wheezed, struggling to her feet.

The hellhound galloped at Clarke, and he dashed to the side, slashing across with his sword. The blade cut into the hellhound’s flank, and black ichor bled across the wound. It landed on all fours and swung around, once again locking its gaze on Clarke.

Sammy whipped an arm out and lassoed the creature’s throat. The hellhound ignored her, running forward until it found its head jerked back. It wheezed steam, then howled. Green flames danced across its body.

“Ah!” Sammy cried, yanking her limb away. “Hot, hot, hot!”

“You ladies okay?” Clarke asked, backing away from the hellhound.

“Never better!” Sammy replied, shaking out her smoking wrist.

“Me, too!” Brooke sucked in a sharp breath, and her ribs cracked back into place. “Come on! I barely felt that, you monster!”

The hellhound ignored Brooke and dashed straight for Clarke. He again dodged at the last moment and scored a glancing blow across the beast’s hind quarter. More dark fluid spilled of the creature’s wounds, and it snarled in defiance, vile gobs of spittle splattering on the concrete floor.

“It seems to really not like me!” Clarke said.

The hellhound charged again, and this time the beast caught him with a paw. Claws scraped across his shield, and red sparks flew into the air. He backpedaled away, raising his sword once more.

“The book!” Sammy exclaimed. “It’s going for the book! That’s got to be it!”

“I’m not giving it back!”

“You don’t have to. Just keep doing what you’re doing. Brooke?”

“This mean we know its next move?”

“You’ve got it! Pincer attack!”

“Hell, yeah!”

Brooke and Sammy positioned themselves ahead and to either side of Clarke. The hellhound ignored them, almost to a comical degree, and bolted straight for the only target it cared about.

But this time the ladies were ready.

Sammy morphed her arms together, hands forming the head of a mallet, and smashed them into the hellhound’s skull. Her attack cracked bone, and the hellhound’s glowing eyes winked out for a moment.

Brooke lunged at it from the other side. Her jaws snapped into its back like a bear trap, and she sank her claws into its flesh. The hellhound howled; flames exploded from its wounds. Brooke’s fur burned and her skin sizzled, but she pressed the attack, ripping her claws through the hellhound’s guts.

The creature hit the ground with a thud and skidded forward, foul intestines spooling out of its body. Clarke shot forward, thirstblade forming a rising scarlet arc through the air. The blade hissed through the hellhound’s face. Its eyes dimmed into blackness, and the top half of its head slid down onto the floor.

Brooke rose to her feet, her forearms and snout smoking, flesh writhing as she healed. She gave the corpse a swift kick to the ribs.

“And stay down!”
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Clarke jabbed his weapon into the defeated monster. His thirstblade drank in what remained of the creature’s polluted lifeforce, and his Sanguine Shield snapped back to full strength.

“Ladies, I believe it’s time we made our exit.”

“You said it!” Sammy replied. “Brooke?”

“Way ahead of you.”

Brooke stalked over to the door and began slicing through it with her claws.

While she worked, Clarke’s phone vibrated. He and Sammy checked their messages at the same time.

The text read: Heinrich is here! GET OUT NOW!

“Brooke?” Clarke said urgently. “We need to hurry! Vampire incoming!”

“Almost through!”

With renewed intensity, the werewolf ripped into the door, tore back one of the spikes, and then bashed the tattered remains with her shoulder. The tortured metal dropped to the ground, and all three of them barreled through, back to the main carpeted room with the big wooden table.

“Hurry!” Clarke said. “Up the stairs before⁠—!”

“Before what, human?”

Otto Heinrich descended the stairs one casual step at a time, as if he were merely strolling into his classroom. He nearly looked the part, too, in a red bowtie and matching suspenders over his crisp, white shirt, the kind of garb worn by quirky professors who had little fan clubs among the students.

This image was thoroughly wrecked by the long fangs peeking out over his lower lips and the annoyed scowl that said he was about to use them. Clarke and the others braced for battle—but he regarded them with eyes meant for flies or other minor pests.

“Hellhounds.” The vampire shook his head like he’d just been disappointed by a student’s half-assed program, then let out a little sigh. “Honestly, why do I even bother? Good help is so hard to summon these days. I suppose I’ll have to deal with this mess myself.”

“I wouldn’t sound so confident if I were you,” Clarke said. “It’s three against one.”

“So what if it is?” Heinrich eyed each of them in turn. “The werewolf and the slime should have known better, but you, human: Who freed you from your yoke, I wonder.” He extended an upturned palm toward Clarke. “My grimoire. Hand it back.”

Clarke couldn’t get over how normal his voice sounded, even as he said things like “Who freed you from your yoke?” Another testament to how well the vampire could fool a person, even with his fangs obvious.

Still, Clarke managed:

“Over my dead body.”

“Ha! Poor choice of words.” The vampire’s eyes gleamed with a faint light, and he snapped his fingers like a playful magician.

A wall of green flame erupted at the base of the stairs, forming a barrier between them and the vampire. The thrall Sammy had sickened earlier lurched down the entryway—and bumped into Heinrich’s back, which prompted the vampire to give everyone an exaggerated eyeroll, again as if pissed off by a dumbass student.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Mmurrr …”

“Around me. Go around me! You’re making me look bad!”

“Urrr …”

The thrall shuffled past Heinrich, slow walked against the wall for a few seconds, then turned toward Clarke and the others. Clarke was almost tempted to laugh—almost—but then he realized the thrall’s skin was deathly pale, and he passed through the corpse fire unharmed.

“What the hell is wrong with him?” Clarke asked.

“Oh?” Heinrich flourished with one hand. “Haven’t you ever seen a zombie before?”

“A zombie?!” Sammy’s eyes widened. “But I didn’t kill him! He was alive when we left him!”

“Alive, but useless,” Heinrich said matter-of-factly. “However, a zombie is far more resilient to your brand of mischief, little slime. I simply used the raw material at hand.”

“You killed him so that you could raise him?” Clarke spat. All inklings of humor left him, repulsed by the vampire’s casual attitude toward death.

“Correct.” Heinrich pointed at Clarke. “Kill the human. Retrieve my book.”

“Blurrrgh!”

The zombie drew a revolver from his shoulder harness and fired. The shot hit Clarke square in the chest. His shield flashed, and he stumbled back. He hadn’t even rebalanced before Brooke rushed forward, blocking the remaining shots with her body. Three struck her with meaty thunks, and two more ricocheted wildly around the room. One of the rebounds punched a divot into the table while the other splashed into Sammy’s abdomen, spawning a brief wave of ripples across her stomach.

“Ah!” Clarke cried. “Shit, that stung!”

“You okay?” Brooke asked.

“I think so.” Clarke patted his chest. No holes. Not even in his hoodie. “How about you?”

“Pissed off. You, Sammy?”

“I’m fine. It wasn’t a bad hit.”

Heinrich stared at Clarke, some of his poise and superiority turning toward confusion.

“Now, what kind of magic was that, I wonder?” he asked, tilting his head.

“Uurrr!” The zombie dropped his empty six-shooter and shambled toward Clarke, both arms reaching.

Brooke grabbed the zombie by the neck and lifted him off his feet. His legs continued to pantomime a walk.

“How dare you hurt him!”

Her jaw gaped, almost like it had unhinged. She chomped down on the zombie’s head from above and then jerked her mouth to the side, taking the head with it. Blood spurted from the zombie’s neck. She threw the headless corpse at Heinrich’s feet and chewed loudly, glaring at him.

“Brooke?” Clarke asked, slightly horrified by all the blood.

She swallowed. “Yes?”

“Did you really have to bite his head off?”

“He was already dead.”

“Fair point, I suppose …”

“How unpleasant.” Heinrich inspected his white shirt, found a splotch of blood, and frowned at it. “Well, that’s another shirt ruined. I suppose it’s my own fault for playing with my food.”

“We going to kick his ass?” Sammy said. “Because I really want to.”

“You better believe we are.” Clarke pointed his thirstblade at the vampire. “Time to take him⁠—”

“Silence!” Heinrich swept out his arm, and a wave of shadows slammed into the three of them, knocking them a step back. “Know your place. You think a hellhound is the worst I prepared for intruders?”

The vampire snapped his fingers, and a series of loud thunks echoed from the pantry. A strange gurgling, hissing, slithering chorus rose from behind the door, and then something huge and heavy slammed into it.

It struck again.

Then again.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Heinrich rubbed his temples.

The door shuddered from another blow.

“You need to pull it open!”

The unseen beast roared through a dozen throats and slammed into the door again.

“No! Pull! The other way!”

The lock and hinges strained from another impact, and Heinrich sighed. Clarke got the impression he fancied himself the kind of vampire who’d rule the world, if only he could get some damn help that wouldn’t do dumbass things in the shadows.

“Why the fuck do I even bother?” the vampire grumbled, moments before the door flew off its hinges, and a grotesque monstrosity pushed its way through the opening.

The patchwork of furred flesh writhed forward on two legs made from dead cats and dogs. A pair of arms swung languidly at either side, and a dozen severed necks undulated where the head should have been, each oozing fluids. The monstrosity faced Heinrich, for a certain value of the term, and extended a finger toward Clarke.

“Corpse golem, I command you to retrieve my book!”

The golem roared, blood spurting from its orifices. It lumbered forward, shoved the table aside as if it were made of Styrofoam, then brought a huge limb of corpses crashing down.

Clarke backpedaled to the wall, and the fist of dead cats squelched against concrete. He darted back in, slashed across the limb and circled around behind the monster. It followed him with its eyeless gaze, shambling ponderously around, which gave the others an opening.

Brooke leaped onto the golem from behind and began ripping its back apart with claws and teeth. Ragged chunks of dead animals hit the ground with wet thuds, and the golem grumbled deep within its many chests. It swung an arm at the werewolf.

The creature’s flexibility wasn’t limited by a skeleton—or rather, not a single skeleton—and the corpse-fist smashed into Brooke from the side, throwing her off its back. She hit the ground hard and rolled until she smacked against the wall, then snarled, baring her fangs as she scrambled back to her feet.

Sammy flung both arms forward like pink serpentine whips. She ensnared one of the golem’s legs and tugged back hard. The golem staggered toward her, close to tumbling over.

“A little help!” she cried.

“I’m here!”

Clarke cut down through the other leg, his thirstblade cleaving skin, sinew, and bone with ease. That limb buckled, and the golem dropped to the equivalent of one knee. It swiped at Clarke and thumped the side of his head hard enough for his shield to flare and for stars to swim across his vision. He struggled to keep his balance and almost fell over, but Brooke caught him, steadied him, and then rushed in herself.

The golem swung at her, but she caught the limb with both arms, her claws sinking into dead flesh. She jammed a leg against the corpse golem and yanked back on its arm. The limb began to break free, bones cracking, skin and muscle tearing.

The golem tried to punch Brooke with its free arm, but Sammy wrapped the appendage with her arms and pulled it back.

Clarke saw the opening, the stretched sinews and loose bones holding the weakened arm to its body. He swung his sword down into the fleshy connection and sliced straight through.

The limb broke free, and Brooke chucked it aside. She charged right back in, tearing into the golem’s chest in a flurry of claws. Bits of meat and bone flew into the air as the golem struggled to free its remaining arm. It threw a ponderous kick at Brooke, but missed, too unbalanced by her relentless attack.

Clarke snatched the opportunity, sidestepping around the golem to thrust his sword into its side. The scarlet blade sank in deep. He wrenched it around in the creature’s gut, then tore it up through the hideous torso of meat and bone.

Something slackened within the creature. Its movements slowed, became less certain, less powerful as it fought to free itself. Brooke tore through the creature, her claws rending its flesh in crimson blurs.

Clarke slashed through a leg, and the creature toppled. It thrashed on the floor, more a mound of corpse meat than the humanoid monstrosity it had been moments ago. Brooke ripped off chunks of dead animals, Clarke stabbed the central mass over and over, and Sammy joined in, hammering the animated flesh with fists like mallets.

Soon they’d hammered it enough. The creature shuddered, then relaxed as it sighed through a dozen broken orifices. The broken flesh mound seemed to deflate, what remained of its body separating into individual corpses that flopped aside⁠—

—and ceased to move.

“What a fucking mess.” Heinrich looked at the floor as if they’d just spilled an entire lasagna dinner all over this favorite white rug.

“You’re … next …” Clarke panted, pointing the tip of his sword at the vampire. He wiped away the sweat beading on his brow.

“Oh, please! You? A human with a little magic? I’m a fucking vampire!”

Heinrich spread his arms, and the wall of ghoulish flame protecting him vanished. Green energy formed a flaming rod above his hands, which rapidly solidified into a huge, shining blade of obsidian. The summoned weapon dropped into his open palms. He took hold of the grip and raised the massive blade, large enough to be a zweihander—and Clarke couldn’t help but feel a chill. Heinrich might still be in his quirky professor clothes, but the huge blade changed things.

Clarke held up his own sword and took a deep, steadying breath. The previous fights had worn him down, as much as he hated to admit it, whereas Heinrich was fresh and eager for action (on top of having a giant magic sword). Clarke glanced to either side; both Sammy and Brooke were still in this fight, but he could tell they weren’t in top form. Brooke, especially, had taken some nasty hits. Her ribs had been broken, mouth and hands burned, and she’d been shot three times!

Her werewolf nature granted her inhuman vitality, but everyone had their limits. How close was she to hers? Most of her wounds had vanished, but blood trickled from her three bullet wounds.

“I’ll grant you this one final chance,” Heinrich said. “Return my grimoire, and you have my word I will only kill these two. As demihumans, they should know better. You, on the other hand, I can restore to blissful ignorance.”

“Go to hell!”

Heinrich sighed with a little headshake. “Suit yourself.”

He conjured an aura of green flame that about his body. Clarke and the others braced for this one, final battle.

“Tonight, I feast on your corpses!” Heinrich licked an obscenely long tongue across the flat of his sword.

And then he shot forward with inhuman speed.

He didn’t get far.

His shoe caught on a rut in the carpet, and he stumbled forward.

“Wh-whoa!”

The sword flew out of his hands and arced ahead of him as he clawed at the air with flailing limbs. The sword landed hilt-first, and Heinrich’s momentum carried him straight into it. The blade sank into his heart, and then the tip punched out his back as a little, bloody triangle.

Clarke cringed, not sure what to make of the spectacle.

“Fuck!” Heinrich squirmed on his sword, legs kicking out, but that only served to drive the blade deeper. He vomited up blood, soaking his collar.

In the face of a sight that absurd, Clarke thought it was safe to risk a little humor.

“You doing all right there, Professor? I think you dropped something.”

“Fuck you!” he croaked. “Fuck all of you!”

“Right. Let me help you with that.” Clarke grabbed a fistful of the vampire’s hair and—slowly and deliberately—pulled the man all the way down his own sword.

Heinrich thrashed on the ground, stuck on the sword, blood pooling underneath the wound. He spat at them and swore, but the rest of his words were garbled by the blood gushing out of his mouth. He let out one last gurgling exhale and, finally, lay still.

The giant sword vanished into a twinkling rain.

And then the corpse shat itself.

Clarke sniffed the air.

“Brooke?”

“Yeah?”

“Did he just …?”

“Yup. A big stinker, too.”

“I didn’t expect this.”

“Me neither.”

Clarke glanced at Sammy.

“Don’t look at me.” She threw up her hands. “I’m as surprised as the rest of you.”

He turned to Brooke.

“Maybe Heinrich was a second-rate vampire?” Brooke said with a shrug. “Third-rate?”

“Maybe.”

Clarke regarded the dead vampire, recalling what Emma had told him about how hard they were to kill. Or, more specifically, how difficult it could be to make them stay dead. He stepped over to the side of the body, raised his sword and—with one clean stroke—cleaved off the man’s head.

Just to be sure.

“Well,” he said matter-of-factly, dismissing his thirstblade. “That’s that, I suppose. Let’s get out of here.”
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“You sure this is the best we can do?” Clarke asked, eyeing the bottle of Absolut vodka with suspicion. Emma had driven him and the rest of Broken Fang back to the steel mill after they left Heinrich’s secret lair. He sat next to Brooke, back in hybrid form with her shirt off. Sammy kept the flashlight trained on the werewolf’s wounds while Ashley sat nearby, diligently studying the grimoire open in her lap.

“At this hour, it is,” Emma said, standing behind him. “We could try our luck with a hospital, I suppose.”

“I don’t need a hospital.” Brooke grabbed the bottle of vodka and took a swig. “Yeah, this’ll do fine.”

“That’s for the bullet wounds,” Clarke said.

“I’m sterilizing them from the inside.”

“It doesn’t work that way.”

“Shows what you know.” Brooke took another gulp. “Whew! This stuff has some serious kick!”

“It should,” Emma said. “It’s forty percent alcohol.”

“We should really prep a better first aid kit for next time,” Clarke said.

“He’s right,” Sammy added. “Just think where we’d be if someone other than Brooke got shot.”

“What are you talking about?” Brooke asked. “You were shot, too.”

“I was?” Sammy’s brow crinkled as she thought. “Oh, right! Yeah, I forgot about that.”

“You forgot being hit by a bullet?” Clarke asked. “How’s that work?”

“Hey, a lot happened tonight.”

“You can say that again,” Brooke sighed, and took another swig.

Clarke picked up the needle nose pliers. “Sammy, you okay going second?”

“Hold up.” She tilted her head back, eyes darting this way and that. “I think I found it.”

“Found what?”

“Almost there.” She swished something around inside her mouth, then bent over and spat into the bucket.

Clarke glanced inside to find a glistening bullet fragment.

“Well, that was easy.” He raised the pliers to the bullet wound over Brooke’s left breast. “You ready for this?”

Brooke set down the bottle of vodka. “Ready. Yank it out.”

“Brace yourself.”

Brooke clenched her eyes shut.

Clarke eased the pliers into the wound, then spread the head.

“Gah!” Brooke gasped. Her muscles flexed, and her claws extended, but she kept her arms down.

“I feel the bullet.” He twisted the pliers around, clamped down on the unseen mass, and then eased it out.

“Shit!”

He inspected the flattened bullet in the light, then dropped it into the bucket.

“Two more. You good?”

“Just get this over with.”

Clarke shifted his seat over to the next two wounds, both located in her abs, and went to work.

“Fuck!” Brooke cried after he pulled out the third bullet. “They’re worse coming out!”

“That’s all of them.” Clarke smiled at her. “You did great.”

“Here.” Emma handed him a cloth soaked with vodka.

Clarke cleaned and dressed each of Brooke’s bullet wounds, but he wasn’t sure if he was helping at all, given how fast the wounds were closing. Emma offered Brooke a clean shirt, but she waved it away and took another gulp of vodka instead.

The succubus set the shirt aside and picked up one of the bullets.

“Well?” Clarke asked.

“Just what I thought.” She held the bullet up to the light. “Hexed ammunition. A variant of Cripple, if I’m not mistaken. A good counter for demihumans with fast healing factors. Someone came prepared.”

“Or got lucky,” Sammy said.

“I think it was us who got lucky,” Brooke said.

“Good thing we managed to pull them out,” Clarke asked. “What would have happened if we hadn’t?”

“Depends on the strength of the hex.” Emma dropped the bullet back into the bucket. “A powerful one could have messed up her natural healing for a while. Maybe even enough to threaten her life. These, though, don’t feel nearly that strong to me. Her shifter magic would have worn them out in a day or so, and she would have healed just fine afterward.”

“That’s still enough to keep her bleeding in the middle of a fight,” Clarke pointed out. “How you doing over there, Brooke?”

“Mellow and relaxed!” She took another sip, then set the bottle aside and flashed a happy smile his way.

“Well, you earned it.” Clarke glanced over at Ashley, who’d been quietly studying the grimoire. “How’s it going over there?”

“Could be better.” Ashley didn’t look up as she turned the page. “The Conceal spell protecting this book is surprisingly sophisticated. I’ll need some time to break through it.”

“Don’t stay up too late.” Clarke climbed to his feet. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I could use some Z’s.”

“I second the motion to adjourn,” Sammy said, followed by an epic yawn.

“What time is it, anyway?” Emma asked, rubbing her eyes.

“Three in the morning,” Ashley replied, still engrossed in the tome.

“Oh, gawd!”

“Brooke, you need a ride home?” Clarke asked.

“Nah.” She smiled pleasantly, cheeks warm and rosy. “I’ve got my camping gear in the Jeep. I’ll spend the night here. Thanks for the offer, though.”

“All right. You take care of yourself.” Clarke waved to his fellow members of Broken Fang. “I’m heading out. Ladies, call if you need anything.”
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Clarke collapsed in bed back at his apartment, surprised by how severely he’d crashed after the adrenaline wore off. He slept past noon and only stirred when Emma texted him.

“Hey,” he grunted, still cocooned within his comforter, phone to his ear.

“Hey, Clarke. How you feeling?”

“A little sore. Especially where I got shot. You?”

“Had a pleasant night’s sleep.”

“Good, good.” He rubbed his face. “Need something?”

“‘Need’ is … too strong a word.” He could almost see her sly, flirty smile. “Let’s go with ‘want’ instead.”

“Sure. What do you want?”

“I think you know.”

He did, and he wasn’t about to turn down an offer like that. After the exhaustion of last night, he could do with multiple forms of rejuvenation. He roused himself from bed, took a quick shower, threw on some clothes, and then drove to Emma’s apartment.

“It’s open!” she called out when he knocked on the door.

A rich, hearty aroma greeted him when he entered.

“Smells good!” He closed the door. “What are you cooking?”

“Clam chowder with a side of sourdough toast. I figured you wouldn’t mind some food first.”

“Not at all.” He walked over to the kitchen, then slowed and smiled at the lovely view. “Now, that’s a surprise.”

“It shouldn’t be,” Emma replied, naked except for her apron and glasses. Her wings and tail were out as well. “Enjoying the view?”

“You know it.” He leaned against the counter and let his eyes drink in her curves.

“I can serve it whenever you’re ready,” she said, stirring the vat of soup. “I’m just letting it reduce a bit.”

“Take your time.” He let his eyes linger on her shapely behind. “I’m in no hurry.”

“But what if I am!” she replied, laughing. She stirred the vat some more, and her face turned serious. “I was worried about you last night.”

“That makes two of us. Still can’t believe what we just pulled.”

“And this is only the start.”

“I know.”

“I spoke with the others this morning.”

“How’s Brooke doing?”

“Back to a hundred percent. Werewolves bounce back fast.”

“Yeah, I figured.”

“She really appreciates how you helped out last night. Sammy, too. They’re not sure what would have happened without you there, but it wouldn’t have been good.”

“Glad I could help. We form a good team.”

“They feel the same way.” She ladled out two bowls and set them on the counter next to a plate of hot toast. “Want anything to drink?”

“Water is fine.”

“With ice?”

“Yes, please.”

“Coming right up.”

She served him a glass of ice water, then joined him on the other side of the counter.

Clarke blew on the first hot spoonful before eating it.

“Mmm! What’d you put in this?”

“Besides the usual ingredients, I add bits of bacon, onion, celery, and just a dash of Tabasco and Worcestershire sauces to give it a subtle kick.”

“It’s delicious!”

“Thank you. I borrowed the recipe from one of my aunts.”

“She a succubus, too?”

“Siren, actually.” Emma leaned in, eyes laughing. “That part of the family tree can get a little weird, but she’s my go-to when it comes to seafood.”

They both finished their meals, perhaps faster than normal. When Clarke finished, Emma pulled the knot loose along her back and tossed the apron aside.

“Come here, you gorgeous hunk!”

Clarke pulled Emma into his arms, and they kissed hungrily, voraciously. He squeezed one of her breasts, and she moaned eagerly into his mouth. It was the only demand he needed to hear. He picked her up and carried her to the bedroom.

Clarke lost track of how many times they had sex that weekend. He’d shared his bed with women before, but none so eager, so comfortable—with her own body and with him. She trusted him, as a man and as a lover, and that trust came through in how she made love to him.

Emma started by climbing onto the bed on all fours and begging him to take her from behind. Later, he rolled her onto her back and pounded her with her knees resting up on his shoulders. She mounted him after that, riding him hard as he played with her firm, shapely breasts.

They took breaks when they felt like it, ate when they grew hungry, but beyond those basic needs, the day was filled with nothing but sex. Clarke surprised himself with his ability to keep up with Emma’s ravenous desire. Whether this stemmed from his nature as a blood knight or from Emma’s succubus magic, he didn’t know. Perhaps a combination of both. Either way, it almost became a competition to see who could reduce the other to an exhausted heap first.

He learned a lot about women that day, and about Emma especially. She enjoyed sex the same way a sommelier savored fine wines. She was a connoisseur, open both to enjoying the tried and true and to exploring less well-known vintages. But she enjoyed being taken from behind the most. On all fours, draped over the edge of the bed, or pressed against the wall; it didn’t matter to her. Even airborne with both of them casting Fly.

She relished surrendering her body to the rhythms of her partner, of trusting her pleasure to him, of letting him take her at his own pace, all while his hands explored her supple body.

Clarke learned a lot that night.

About Emma.

About himself.

And how he felt about her.

He lay in bed long after the sun had set, her head resting against his chest, rising and falling with each breath, her raven black hair tousled about. He stroked his fingers through the silken strands, and she smiled as she snuggled up to him.

He’d known her for such a short period of time, and yet his feelings for her felt so strong, so crystal clear.

Was that because of magic? His or hers?

Or was there something deeper here? Something meant to last.

He wasn’t ready to vocalize how he felt. Not yet, not so soon.

Did he hold his tongue out of fear? Perhaps. Was he afraid of what she might say in response? Of course, he was. He’d known her for a fraction of a semester, and he’d known the real her for barely a blip of time. How could he, in good conscience, dump such a heavy word on her?

Love.

Was this the real thing?

Was this what it felt like?

He knew its darker partners—lust and infatuation—all too well. This was different.

Better.

More powerful.

Imbued with a sense of rightness he found difficult to describe.

Was there a logical reason for the sensation welling up within his chest? Was this some side effect of her nature as a succubus? A knack for cutting through the friction surrounding life and love?

Perhaps. Perhaps not, but he knew this was what his heart was genuinely saying. He was in love with Emma. He only needed the courage to listen to what his heart already knew to be true.

And to seize the beautiful opportunity life had placed before him.

Emma fell asleep with her head on his chest, and he drifted into a peaceful slumber soon after her.

She roused him the next morning with a blowjob and followed that by cooking breakfast. They talked over sausage, French toast, and freshly squeezed orange juice.

“I’ve been thinking,” Emma said, smiling at him, her eyes bright.

“About what?”

“Why don’t you move in with me?”

Clarke paused with a forkful halfway to his mouth. He hadn’t expected this. Was this a sign she felt the same way as he did? He set the fork down and let her continue.

She glanced down and traced circles on the countertop with a finger.

“The place has room enough for two, and I’m sure your wallet wouldn’t mind one less monthly payment.”

“You’ve got that right. My place is an overpriced dump.”

“Plus, I wouldn’t mind the company.”

He chuckled. “Me neither.”

“You see? It’d be a win for both of us.” Her eyes met his. “What do you say?”

“I like it! But we should split your rent.”

“You sure?”

“I insist. I don’t want to mooch off of you.”

“Somehow I knew you’d say that.” She knitted her fingers and rested her chin there. “When would you like to move in?”

“Depends. Got any plans today?”

She smiled. “Besides chilling with my boyfriend, I’m free and clear.”

They finished breakfast, cleaned up the dishes, and headed out in two cars. Clarke started by boxing up his possessions while Emma ran them back to her place, completing a circuit roughly once an hour. He’d never been one to accumulate a lot of “stuff,” and having an extra pair of hands made short work of the task. He filed a change request online with his apartment complex once they were finished and began unpacking before dinner.

He and Emma celebrated by having sex that night.

Because of course they did.
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Heinrich’s death never appeared in the news. Nor did that of his thrall, whoever the poor soul had been.

The university acknowledged the professor’s absence, but only by stating he’d elected to take a well-earned sabbatical. Monday’s class was canceled via email, and one of the other math professors shifted his schedule around to fill in for the rest of the week while a more permanent solution was prepared.

Clarke asked Emma about this over lunch at the food court.

“It’s how vampiric magic works,” she said. “Repeat a lie enough times, especially one buttressed by magic, and it becomes the new truth. It’s how vampires have maintained control for so long.”

“And the secret of their existence has never gotten out?”

“No, there’ve been breaches before. Vampires who’ve screwed up so royally the secret’s gotten loose. But their control spells are too strong and too widespread.”

“But Heinrich’s dead. Doesn’t anyone know or care about that?”

“Our human classmates won’t bat an eye at the sabbatical news, and eventually, they’ll forget Heinrich even existed. The lie will become truth, and life will go on.”

“What about the demihumans in our class? The ones who can see past the control magic. They’ll know something’s up.”

“Yes, but they also know not to make a fuss. Otherwise—” Emma ran a finger across her throat.

Clarke grimaced and shook his head.

“The other university vampires know, too,” she continued. “Otherwise, we wouldn’t have heard this nonsense about a sabbatical. They keep too close an eye on their rivals to not have noticed. But they also benefit from his death, and the vacuum it forms in their power struggles. The sabbatical story works in their favor.”

“How so?”

“It keeps Heinrich’s death secret from vampires higher up the food chain. That lie gives the local vampires time to absorb Heinrich’s territory.”

“You think they’ll come looking for us?”

“Maybe, but I doubt it. The assumption will be another vampire managed to take him out. They’ll be suspicious of each other, which gives us the advantage.”

“Then there won’t ever be a record of Heinrich dying?”

“Not unless the vampires want there to be one.”

“What about the police? How do they factor into the death of a vampire?”

“They’ll never find out about Heinrich’s untimely passing unless the other vampires screw up. Even now, I bet one of them has thralls clearing away the evidence. Vampires avoid scrutiny wherever possible, which is exactly what law enforcement can bring to their doorstep. Despite all the power vampires have, they do fear humanity’s numbers, and rightfully so.”

“It still feels strange,” Clarke said. “Knowing he’s dead but seeing everyone around us act as if he weren’t.”

“I know.”

“And then there’s the other side of this coin. If the vampires can make everyone forget one of their own, then they can do the same to regular people.”

Emma nodded grimly. “That’s one of the reasons why we’re in this fight.”

“Makes me angry just thinking about it. How they have the power to disappear people. How many lives have they harvested that way? Feeding on them like Heinrich drained those cats and dogs?”

“Too many.”

“You know what else this does? It makes me eager to get back in the fight and kick some vampire ass. Heinrich was just the start.”

Emma put a soft hand atop his and gave him a tender squeeze.

“We’ll get our chance, Clarke. I promise you that.”

“How’s work on the grimoire going?”

“Slowly. Ashley’s been sifting through it nonstop, but she’s been struggling with the protective magic.”

“Then it seems we’re in a holding pattern until she breaks that Conceal spell.”

“There is one other thing.” Emma smiled at him. “Brooke called. She wants to give your Power Graft another shot.”
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Clarke and Brooke’s schedules didn’t align until that Thursday. He headed to the abandoned steel mill with Emma that evening, and they set up two chairs across from each other for another go at the spell. Brooke arrived half an hour later.

Clarke sensed something different the moment the wolf girl stepped inside. She’d dressed fancier, for lack of a better term. No baggy T-shirt or ripped jeans this time. Instead, she wore a knitted foldover top that left her neck and shoulders bare, a cargo miniskirt, and a pair of tall, buckled boots. Her tail swished when she saw him, and something glinted in her one of her wolf ears.

“Hey, Brooke,” Clarke said. “Glad you could make it.”

“Sorry for being late.” She set her backpack down next to a chair. “I had to stop home first.”

“Is that jewelry I see in your ear?”

“You noticed?” The wolf girl smiled and touched the jeweled stud piercing the furred tip of one ear. “What do you think?”

“It looks great on you. Really accentuates your ears.”

“Thanks!” Some of the pent-up tension left her shoulders. “Jewelry can be a nuisance for us shifters, but I wanted to change things up today.”

Clarke wondered if Brooke had stopped home solely so she could fancy herself up. There weren’t many reasons why she’d do that before a trip to an abandoned steel mill. He caught Emma’s eye, and she gave him a knowing wink, which didn’t help matters at all.

He knew what Emma had said about him dating other girls. But it was one thing to discuss the matter in theory and another for him to be on the receiving end of subtle wolf girl flirting with his succubus girlfriend a few steps away.

Dating demihumans should come with a manual, he thought, sitting down across from Brooke.

“Should we try it like before?” Brooke asked, holding out her open palms.

“Not quite,” Emma said. “We’re going to approach it differently, at least at first.” She opened an app on her phone, switched on a soundscape of gentle rain, and raised the volume. “I want both of you to close your eyes and focus on relaxing. Start by taking a few deep breaths. Once you’re in the right state of mind, take hold of each other’s hands.”

“Okay.” Brooke closed her eyes and drew in a long, slow, full breath.

Clarke did the same, breathing in and out rhythmically. He let the worries of the world melt away, ushering in a state of serenity that filled him from the inside. It was odd what a little focused breathing could do.

“Good,” Emma said, her voice soft, soothing. “Keep breathing like that. In, two, three, four. Out, two, three, four. In …”

His mind and body slid into a deeper state of relaxation and calm, almost as if his muscles were loosening, one by one, as he allowed all the unwanted tension to ooze out of his body.

“Now, Clarke, I want you to become aware of Brooke. Keep your eyes closed and your breath steady. Yes, just like that. Now stretch out with your mind. See if you can sense the presence of her magic.”

Clarke reached out for her without moving, and the fingers of his mind caressed the boundary of her magic. The experience was similar to his first attempt, but his senses had sharpened since, and he perceived a richer tapestry of details.

He studied the pulsing aura before him. It radiated heat and strength. Like an animal’s hot breaths—not unpleasant at all, welcoming in a strange way, like a faithful companion panting after having raced over to greet him. He smelled the musk of heavy fur, felt his fingers slip through a shimmering coat.

But that’s as far as he could reach.

The surface, but no deeper.

Something impeded him, as it had before.

A barrier of some kind.

No, again “barrier” was the wrong word.

More like … shackles? But on his side?

Yes, the problem was with him. He’d been right about that the first time.

What was holding him back?

And how could he overcome it?

“Now,” Emma said quietly, almost in a whisper, “stretch out your hand and touch her.”

He did just that.

“Ah!” Brooke squeaked.

Those unseen shackles loosened, and for a bright, wonderful moment, his mind sank into the warm folds of Brooke’s inner magic. This was working. It was working! He only needed to push deeper.

“Clarke?” Brooke gasped. “That’s … ah!”

His concentration slipped, and the light of her magic retreated. Those shackles constricted around his inner perception, and he blinked his eyes open.

His hand rested on Brooke’s breast, fingers pressed deep into her firm flesh.

“Oh, damn!” He jerked his hand back. “I’m sorry! I didn’t realize I was⁠—”

“Never mind that!” Emma knelt beside them, grinning widely. “Tell me what just happened!”

“I felt him touch me,” Brooke said, struggling with her words. “I mean other than the”—she waved a hand over her fondled breast—“you know.”

“I felt something, too,” Clarke said. “I’m certain I made contact with her magic.”

“Can you do it again?” Emma asked.

“What? Like …” He made a groping gesture with one hand.

“Whatever makes the magic work.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Why not?”

“Well, I mean.” Now it was Clarke’s turn to struggle with his words. “There’s another person involved.”

“So?” Emma faced the wolf girl. “You okay with him groping your boobs? In the pursuit of science, of course.”

Brooke’s cheeks reddened. For a moment, Clarke thought she’d object, but instead she closed her eyes and stuck out her chest boldly.

“Perfect!” Emma gave him a pat on the back. “Go for it, Champ! Two-hand those love pillows if you have to!”

“What’s got you all worked up?”

“I’m just excited to see where this leads! I have a theory for what’s going on, but that can wait. Now, come on. Grab hold and try again.”

“All right,” he sighed. “Here goes.”

He grasped two wonderful handfuls of wolf girl, ignored the cute squeak that followed, then close his eyes. Brooke’s magic pulsed in his mind’s eye, as vibrant and strong as before, but this time the barrier holding him back had loosened, almost to the point of crumbling.

But it still remained, still held him at bay.

What was the secret to tearing down this wall?

Hands touched his face, and something warm and soft pressed against the back of his head.

“Uh, Emma? That you?”

“Yes.”

“What are you doing?”

“Hold still. This is important.”

He remained still as Emma held him against her breasts.

“I knew it!” she exclaimed, releasing him. “I just knew it!”

“Knew what?” Both he and Brooke opened their eyes.

“It must have happened when we broke your hex!” Emma smiled brightly. “The Power Graft! Don’t you see? You absorbed more than just my Flight magic!”

“I …” Clarke regarded the succubus with a quizzical expression, but confusion slowly shifted into realization.

He’d absorbed magic from a succubus.

A succubus.

His eyebrows shot up.

“Yes!” Emma declared, grinning. “You see it, too, don’t you?”

“See what?” Brooke asked. “Can he use Power Graft or not?”

“Oh, he can! He absolutely can!” Emma’s grin became downright devilish. “But the spell must have become fused with my magic when the hex broke. Not sure if this is a permanent change or not, but for now, he’ll need to cast this one spell differently.”

“Meaning?” Brooke asked.

“Meaning, he can only cast Power Graft during sex!”

Brooke’s mouth formed a perfect O.

Clarke rested his face in his hands.

“What’s with the long faces?” Emma asked. “This is great! We’ve solved the puzzle of how to power you up!”

“Yes,” Clarke said, looking up, “but there’s a slight problem you may have missed.”

“I didn’t miss a thing.” Emma rested a hand on Brooke’s shoulder. “She already told me how much she wants to jump your bone.”

Brooke’s mouth clapped shut and her cheeks turned a fierce shade of red.

“Furthermore, as your girlfriend, I hereby give you permission to fuck the wolf girl’s brains out.”

“I, well, um …” the wolf girl stammered, looking away.

Clarke wasn’t sure how much redder her cheeks could get.

“Perhaps,” he began carefully, “we should give Brooke some time to consider this new information. The last thing we want to do is pressure her into doing something she’s not comfortable with.”

“I suppose,” Emma said with a dismissive headshake.

“Brooke, why don’t you head on home for today?” he continued. “We can talk about this again whenever you’re ready.”

“Actually,” Brooke said, not making eye contact, hands clasped in her lap. “I’m okay with this.”

“You are?”

“Yes. But I have one condition.”

“Name it.”

“I would …” She finally met his gaze. “I would like to go out on a date first.”


Eleven


Brooke picked the time and place for their date: Friday, 5 o’clock at the Reed River Park. Casual attire recommended. Clarke showed up a few minutes early, parked his car, and headed for the shade of a pavilion overlooking the river. He set his backpack down on the bench and waited. A few couples and families were enjoying the park, some with pets, some not human.

He was surprised by how normal that last part felt now. A man with bluish-black skin, pointed ears, and a shock of white hair walked by with a poodle on a leash. Clarke barely gave him a second thought.

The air was warm with a pleasant, intermittent breeze. The sun arched lower in the cloudless sky, casting its yellowing light over the park. The river’s crisp, clear waters rippled by, foaming around the rare rock.

Clarke had picked a dark blue polo shirt for their date. He knew Brooke had specified casual wear, so he expected the date to involve a hike through the park, but he didn’t want to come across as too casual. A short-sleeved shirt with a collar struck him as a good compromise. The shirt bordered on being a size too small, but given how Emma had all but salivated over the way it hugged his muscles, this felt like the opposite of a problem.

“Hey, Clarke!”

He glanced over the back of the bench, caught sight of Brooke waving, then rose to greet her. She’d selected a pair of loose jeans, hiking boots, and a tan sleeveless shirt with a plunging neckline that showed off the firm swells of her breasts. A few earrings glittered in her wolf ears.

Casual. But not completely.

Seems the polo was the right choice, he thought, greeting her with a smile.

“Great to see you, Brooke. You look lovely.”

“Thanks!” She shifted the gym bag slung over her shoulder. “I know this was an odd request, but thank you for going along with it.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“It really helps me feel more comfortable about … you know.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

“I’m glad to hear you say that. I know Emma was all gung-ho with this solution, but it made me happy how you left the decision up to me.” She smiled, yellow eyes taking him in. “You look good, by the way.”

“Thanks.”

“This is another first for me. I never had a date wear a shirt with a collar before.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Ripped jeans and shirts with stains or holes every time.”

“Seriously?” Clarke frowned. “At least wear a nice, clean shirt when you take a lady out.”

“I know! Right?”

“That just shows a lack of respect for your date. What gives?”

“The werewolf dating pool isn’t the greatest. At least around these parts.”

“I’m getting that feeling.”

“Anyway, shall we head out?”

“Sure.” Clarke grabbed his backpack off the park bench. “By the way, I thought I was bringing dinner.”

“That’s the plan.”

“Then what did you bring?”

“Oh, this?” She blushed, then gave him a pleasant smile. “Safety first and all that.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t follow.”

“It’s important to practice safe sex.”

“Ah.” He nodded as if he understood. “Yes, of course. Very important, that.”

“Don’t want to have any accidents.”

“Certainly not!”

What kind of contraceptive takes up a whole gym bag? he thought, but decided to set the topic aside, at least for now. Dating demihumans came with surprises, and that was just that.

They took a wooden, covered bridge across the river, then started down one of the hiking trails. The dirt path cut through the Reed River Forest. Trees towered all around them, reducing the sun to the rare beams of light that penetrated the canopy, creating an almost-ethereal atmosphere, like they were walking through the kind of forest where enchanted things happened. Their boots crunched on dry leaves and fallen twigs as they followed the trail.

“You enjoy the outdoors?” Clarke asked, walking beside the wolf girl.

“I do. It’s quiet out here. Serene. I can set all my worries aside, shut out the noise of modern life, and just … be. There’s something pure about a good, long walk. Cleansing, even. How about you?”

“I tend to relax with a good video game.”

Brooke laughed. “I’m not surprised.”

“Hey, I know for a fact you like games, too.”

“Guilty as charged. What’s your favorite game of all time?”

“Final Fantasy X. It’s almost perfect, in my opinion.”

“Almost?”

“Those unskippable cutscenes hold it back. How about you?”

“I’m partial to open world RPGs myself.” Brooke let out a content sigh. “It can be fun to lose yourself in a fictional setting.”

“I know exactly what you mean.”

“Though, to be fair, I tend to get distracted when I play. I enjoy messing with NPCs. Like putting buckets on everyone’s heads in Skyrim.”

Clarke laughed. “I remember coming across that one.”

The trail began to climb upward, the canopy thinning as they progressed.

“Anything else you do for fun?” Brooke asked.

“I work out. My parents taught me the body and mind are connected in more ways than we realize. Fail to care for one, and the other will suffer.”

“Solid advice. They sound like good parents.”

“They are, though it took me a while to realize that. I had to grow up before I could see what they were doing for me, why they would drive home certain lessons.”

“I think we’re all like that growing up. We all think we know everything until it finally dawns on us what idiots we are. My family is, well …” She held up a hand, and her claws grew. “You know.”

“Must be different from what I experienced.”

“In some ways. Just imagine trying to raise kids who can wolf out at will.”

“Can’t be easy.”

“My brothers and I were absolute terrors as kids. Especially when we grew rambunctious. We knew we’d crossed the line whenever mom or dad transformed to rein us in.”

The path began to level off, and the tree coverage grew sparser.

“Clarke, I have a confession to make. I’ve … had some bad luck when it comes to dating.”

“That’s pretty normal for people our age. Why the big deal?”

“Because it’s worse in my case. Things got serious during my last date. This was about two years ago, and I haven’t seen anyone since. He and I agreed to part ways after … the incident.” She let out a weary sigh that had nothing to do with the hike. “He hardly speaks to me anyone, and I really can’t blame him. The whole thing was my fault.”

“What happened?”

“Things started to get physical. We were making out, and I … I got swept up in the moment. I lost control and ended up hurting him.”

“How bad?”

“There was blood. The guy needed stitches afterward.”

“I see.” He couldn’t find any other words.

“I don’t want something like that to happen to you.”

“That makes two of us.”

She hefted the gym bag. “Which is why we’re going to practice safe sex.”

“I’m still not sure what you mean by that.”

“It’ll make sense when you see the gear. Can’t be too careful. Especially with it being that time of the month.”

“Time of … Brooke?”

“Yes?”

“Are we talking about your period?”

“What? No!” Her face twisted with equal parts horror and amusement. “It’s a full moon tonight!”

“Oh. Right.” He gave his forehead a firm smack. “I should have guessed. Sorry!”

“It’s okay.” She laughed nervously. “It’s my fault for not being clear with my words. But in case you’re worried about that other monthly cycle, I don’t have one. Female werewolves only become fertile once a year.”

“Is that similar to a wolf going into heat?”

“Pretty much.”

“Good to know.” He nodded thoughtfully. “So, how do you respond to a full moon? Does seeing one make you transform?”

“No, we can control our shifting all month long, but we do experience a strong lunar reaction. Full moons bring forth a period of heightened activity. High energy. High … sex drive.” She blushed again. “The rest is Hollywood vampires trying to make us werewolves look bad.”

“As they seem to enjoy.”

“Yeah. Bloodsucking jerks.”

They continued up the trail. The forest had been reduced to a few random trees scattered across the slopes.

“Heightened sex drive, huh?” Clarke said.

“Yep. That’s me right now. Just one big ball of nerves and hormones. Sorry if I’m coming across a little out of sorts.”

She looked down, but then her tail jumped when Clarke slipped his fingers into her hand. She looked up at him, ears perked, tail swishing.

“I need to correct you there,” he told her warmly. “You’re one big, beautiful ball of nerves.”

She laughed at this, and they continued up the hill, hand in hand.
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The path led to a cliff that overlooked a suburb west of the park. A green guardrail with flaking paint lined the edge, and three picnic tables had been arranged in a row beside it. They were the only two people around.

The sky was a blaze of orange lit by the setting sun.

“Stop here for dinner?” Brooke asked.

“Sure.”

Clarke unzipped his backpack and pulled out a variety of Rubbermaid containers. Emma had packed the meal, so he knew it would be good. One big container held salad topped with pecans, tomatoes, cucumbers, and balsamic dressing. Two smaller containers were for the toasted bread and butter, and she’d stored the minestrone soup in the large thermos to keep it hot.

He served Brooke first, then sat down.

She held the bowl with both hands, as if warming her fingers, and gazed out at the sunset.

“You come here often?” he asked.

“When the mood strikes me. I enjoy the peace, the simplicity of nature. Granted, I wouldn’t want to live out here; I love indoor plumbing, microwaves, and hot showers too much.”

“I hear that.”

“But it feels good to get away from it all.” She let out a long sigh. “At least for a little while.”

The sun sank beyond the horizon, and the breeze picked up, growing cooler as they ate their meals in relative silence.

“Clarke, can I ask you a question?”

“Always.”

“What do you think of all this? Of us, the rest of Broken Fang, and of what we’re doing.”

“Honestly, it feels like a long shot.”

She let out another sigh, and then nodded slowly.

“I’m glad Heinrich is dead,” he continued, “but I have to wonder about the wisdom of what we’re doing. If a chump vampire living off cats and dogs can give us that much trouble, what’s it going to be like when we face a real threat?”

“The same thought has crossed my mind.”

“Sure, we killed one vampire, and the world is a better place for it. But we’re just five people. What can we really expect to change?”

“I guess we’ll find out.”

“Yeah. Guess so.” He drank the dregs of his minestrone and set the bowl aside.

“I’m grateful, you know,” Brooke said. “To Ashley and to Emma. I’ve tasted the true power of my kind, the magic the vampires are so keen to repress, and I don’t ever want to go back. I could tolerate living with that hex up until the moment I tasted freedom. I was weighed down by chains I couldn’t see.”

“I know what you mean. I owe those two a huge debt, and I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to repay it.”

“And I agree with you there,” Brooke said, her ears flattening. “But sometimes I wish this wasn’t my fight. We’ve killed our first vampire, and sure, seems like we got away with it. But Heinrich is just the beginning. Eventually, the other vampires are going to get a clue.”

“You’re wondering what happens then?”

“Aren’t you?”

“Yeah. I am.”

“What happens when we’re suddenly the ones being hunted?” She gazed out at the setting sun for long seconds. Her ears relaxed and she flashed a quick, sad smile. “I’m sorry. Seems I’ve gone and killed the mood.”

“It’s all right.” He reached out and gave her hand a tender squeeze. “I’m worried, too, about where this is all going to lead. I don’t want to see you or any of the others get hurt.”

“Thanks, Clarke.” She turned her hand over and returned the squeeze. “That means more to me than you might realize.”

“Don’t mention it. What are friends for?”

“‘Friends,’ huh?” Her smile became playful. “Is that all?”

“Comrade in arms.”

“True. But what else?”

“We’re about to find out, aren’t we?”

She chuckled. “Yes, indeed!”

“Shall we start back?”

“No need. My family has a cabin about half a mile from here. We own a patch of land adjacent to the park. It comes in handy when we need some privacy.”

“Sounds perfect. Lead the way, then.”

Clarke started to clean up, and Brooke helped him pack the leftovers and any trash. Once finished, she guided him off the path, up and around the nearby hilltop, and through a dark patch of woods. The fading light filled the woods with an oppressive gloom, and he silently wished he’d brought a flashlight. Brooke cut a path for them with surefooted ease, and he struggled to match her pace.

“How’s your night vision?” he asked.

“About as good as a genuine wolf. Why?”

“Just having a little trouble seeing the ground.”

“Whoops! Sorry!”

She stopped, let him catch up, then took hold of his hand. She held it for the rest of their trek through the woods.

The cabin sat in a broad clearing. It was a modest, ranch-style home with wood siding and solar panels on the roof. Brooke retrieved a keyring from her pocket and unlocked the cabin. She swung the barred outer door aside.

“After you.”

The interior was utilitarian: heavy wooden tables and chairs, a kitchen that gleamed from all the stainless steel, and no electronics in sight except for the lights and appliances.

The windows were all barred, and at first Clarke wondered what kind of wildlife necessitated such measures.

But then he realized there were bars on the inside, too.

He set his backpack down in a chair, then ran his finger through one of several parallel grooves in the table.

Claw marks.

“Sometimes we feel the need to shift and let off some steam,” Brooke explained. “When we do, we do it here.”

“Makes sense.”

“The cabin sits empty most of the time.”

“Ever have an issue with squatters?”

“Once. Bunch of druggies thought they could move in, but we took care of them. Word got around after that.”

Clarke grimaced, his mind conjuring a picture of werewolves “taking care of” trespassers. The image involved a lot of red censored behind mosaics.

“Those losers even went to the police!” Brooke said. “Can you believe that? Told them they’d been attacked by monsters! The nerve of some people!”

“Wait a second. They’re still alive?”

“Should be as long as they haven’t died from an overdose or something. Why?”

“Nothing. Just making conversation.”

The image in his mind became significantly less bloody.

“Anyway, there are beers in the fridge, and there’s harder stuff in the cabinet. Help yourself. I’m going to get ready.”

She slung her gym bag over a shoulder and headed through the door to what Clarke thought might be the bedroom. His eyes drifted down to the sway of her hips—and the swish of her tail—as she disappeared into the room and closed the door.
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“I’m ready!” Brooke called out through the closed door. “You can come on in now!”

Clarke rose from his seat by the kitchen and opened the door.

Brooke sat on the edge of the bed, clad in a bathrobe. She held the front closed with crossed arms, her eyes shy and unsure. The “safe sex” gym bag lay open beside her.

He took in the lay of the room. It contained a bed and, therefore—by virtue of this inclusion—qualified as a bedroom. But that was only half the story, because the rest of the room’s furnishings didn’t revolve around sleep.

Despite the allure of the beautiful wolf girl seated on the bed, Clarke found himself drawn to a myriad of cuffs, straps, and chains hanging from the walls and ceiling. He lifted one heavy cuff on the end of a strap and gave it a tug. It felt very secure.

The bed was equipped in a similar way, with four heavy metal poles that anchored into the ceiling, eyebolts screwed into them at regular intervals. The floor and walls were all padded, and claw marks had exposed the stuffing on a few panels.

“Now I understand what you meant by safe sex.”

Brooke gave him a bashful shrug. “Dating non-shifters can be complicated.”

“And dangerous?”

“Sometimes. For our partners. Are you okay with this?”

“Let me give you a proper answer.”

He sat on the bed next to her and took her into his arms, brought her close.

And then he kissed her. Long, slow, and tenderly. Her canines were sharp, and they occasionally pricked his tongue, but other than that, it was like any other kiss.

No, not like any other. Brooke was special, and he wanted her to feel special.

His hand traced down her shoulders to the small of her back and tugged her close. Her breasts pressed against his chest, and she wrapped her arms around him, pulling him tight, devouring his mouth with growing enthusiasm.

His hands explored her. He couldn’t see what she wore underneath the bathrobe, but the black collar around her neck was telling. A metal ring hung from it near the base of her throat.

Brooke placed a gentle but insistent hand on his chest, and he broke their kiss. She stood up and shirked the bathrobe. It collected at her feet, revealing the full ripeness of her young, athletic body: her creamy skin, firm muscles, and proud breasts. Her long hair cascaded down bare shoulders in a rich, chocolate wave, and her nipples were taut with anticipation. Restraints around her wrists and ankles tinkled as she moved, their empty rings clicking against the buckles.

More straps constricted her body, framing her breasts and crisscrossing her abdomen, empty rings dangling at various places.

Clarke rose from the bed, pulling off his shirt. He embraced her, the warmth and softness of her chest pressing against his, and he kissed her again. She ran her fingers down his bare back, and he felt the prickle of nascent claws. An anxious jolt ran through him, and he became more keenly aware of the danger.

Brooke really could rip him apart if she wanted to, and she might even do that by accident if he didn’t restrain her.

“Are you okay with this?” he asked, softly as he kissed down her neck.

“Yes,” she moaned, arching her chin, letting him enjoy more of her. “I want this. I want you.”

“How would you like me to start?”

“With this.”

She retrieved a blindfold from the gym bag. It was one of the tamer accessories visible inside. She stepped underneath a rope hanging from the ceiling, then set the blindfold over her eyes.

“Help me with this. Please.” She gave him a bashful smile. “It makes me more relaxed somehow.”

He circled behind her and pulled the strap tight enough to secure the blindfold, but not too tight he hoped.

“How’s this?”

“Just right.”

“And now?”

Just then, he felt a shift in her—both physically and in her mood. All inklings of tension melted from her muscles, and when her voice came this time, it was with a husky eagerness:

“I’m sometimes a bad girl. You need to make sure I don’t misbehave.”

She dropped to her knees and raised both arms, her breasts flattening slightly as her muscles stretched.

Damn, that blindfold really did relax her.

Clarke grabbed the end of the rope, tugged it down until the clasp on the edge reached her wrists, then fitted the clasp through both wrist rings.

“Do whatever you want to me.” Her chest heaved with excited breaths. “Tonight is for you.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” He knelt behind her and kissed the nape of her neck. “It’s for us.”

She smiled, and some of her tension and nerves melted away. Her muscles relaxed, shifting some of her weight to the ceiling rope.

He took hold of her breasts from behind, rolled her nipples between his fingers.

“Yes.” She sucked in a sharp breath. “Like that.”

He played with her, alternating between teasing her nipples and kneading the firm mounds. Her teeth clacked together after a particularly aggressive pinch, and her canines grew more prominent. Her tail brushed across his abdomen and then curved around his waist, almost as an invitation.

He decided to take it, one hand gliding down her stomach.

And then lower.

“Ah!”

He rubbed his fingers across her hot sex, then pressed one of them inside.

“Yes!”

“You’re so wet already,” he whispered into her ear, then gave it a playful nibble. His finger made rhythmic squelches as it explored her moist depths.

“I can’t help myself!” she cried. “I’ve wanted this so badly, I could hardly stand it! Please don’t make me wait any longer! Take me! Take me now!”

“As you wish.”

He kissed her on the cheek, then unbuckled his pants, letting his cock twitch to full readiness. He stripped off the rest of his clothes and let his eyes drink in Brooke’s body once more, on her knees with her arms pulled high, chest heaving, legs spread. A clear, glistening trail ran down the inside of her left thigh.

Clarke grasped her hips with strong, confident hands and pulled her back. She shuffled backward on her knees until her ass stuck out and the angle was just right. He placed the tip against her hot, lower mouth.

And then he eased himself into her, one thick inch at a time until his groin pressed against her butt cheeks.

“God!” she cried. “Fuck, it’s big!”

“Would you like me to go slow?”

“No! Please don’t tease me anymore! Fuck me, as hard and as deep as you can!”

He drew his cock back until only the tip remained inside her. And then he drove himself back in, fully and forcefully. He repeated the motion several times, steadily picking up speed. Her breasts bounced with each hard plunge, and she grunted with each stroke. He pounded her from behind, over and over again, her vocalizations growing deeper, almost animalistic as she lost herself in a sea of ecstasy.

His hands ventured up from her hips, took hold of her narrow waist, and then grasped her breasts. His fingers found her erect nipples.

“Yes!” she cried, her words almost a growl. “Like that! Harder!”

He pinched down on her nipples and pounded into her from behind, harder and faster.

“Fuck!”

Brooke threw her head back. Every muscle in her body clenched, and her claws and canines grew. Her teeth grated against each other, but then she opened her mouth in a soundless howl, her body shuddering as the climax rippled through her in sublime waves.

And then she collapsed forward, a spent vessel held up by the ceiling rope, panting out each breath, her smooth skin glistening.

Clarke kept going, driving himself into her hard and fast, as if trying to thrust deeper with each stroke. His own excitement built, boiling within his gonads, eclipsing his mind of everything but his own animalistic need. He ravished Brooke’s body, and she took it, took him, accepting all he could give her, even within the afterglow of her own orgasm.

He buried himself one last time and exploded within her, filling himself with sweet, sweet relief as he filled her.

But something else erupted within his mind. His whole being blazed with magic, and not just his. He felt the presence of Brooke’s aura, distinct from his own, yet open to him now. Ready to accept him in ways both familiar and alien.

His magic opened in response, almost like an echo.

Their auras touched, mingled, and then broke away. An ethereal kiss of sorts, but one that left something behind. A new wellspring that bubbled up within his chest and flowed outward, permeating his limbs. Energizing them in ways he’d never expected.

“That …” Brooke managed between breaths, “was great …”

Clarke unclasped her wrists, and she collapsed into his arms, all her inhuman strength forgotten. He pushed her blindfold up, and she gazed into his eyes for long, tender seconds. And then she kissed him on the cheek.

“It worked,” he said.

“What did?” she asked, sounding as if she weren’t fully present.

“You know. The whole point behind this?”

“The whole—” Her yellow eyes lit up. “Oh, that!”

“Yes. That. Did you forget?”

“Well …” She traced out a circle on his chest with a finger. “I’ve been preoccupied. Do you think you’re stronger now?”

“Let’s find out.”

He slipped one arm around her back and another underneath her knees.

And then he lifted, rising to his feet with ease.

“You are!” Brooke beamed at him.

“Let’s try a little more.”

He shifted one arm underneath her butt and then held it out so that she sat atop his extended elbow. He had to spread his legs to account for the awkward center of gravity, but that was the only concession required. His muscles hardly felt any strain.

“Wonderful!” Brooke gave him an excited clap.

Clarke pulled her back in, her legs dangling over one arm.

“Pretty sure the old me would have torn a muscle trying that stunt.”

“What else? Do you feel any tougher?”

“Not sure.”

“Hmm.” Brooke poked him in the chest with a clawed finger. “How’s that feel?”

“Like you’re sticking a claw in me.”

“You’re not bleeding.” She traced a diagonal line across his chest. The skin didn’t break once. She tried again, pressing harder this time. Again, no blood. “That was plenty hard enough to cut through human skin.”

“Improvement confirmed, then.”

He set her down on the bed. She sat up, hugging her knees.

“What now?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you got what you wanted.” She glanced away, and her tail flicked. “Mission accomplished, and all that.”

“Brooke.” He sat on the bed beside her. “What did I tell you earlier? I said this night is for us, and I meant it. I’m not the kind of guy who’ll get his rocks off and then leave. When I spend the night with a woman, it means something to me. And, I hope, to you as well.”

Brooke looked up, contentment on her face.

Followed by the flash of a wicked grin.

What happened next came in a blur. She grabbed him by the shoulders and swung him onto the bed, pinning him in place in one swift, fluid motion.

“Whoa!”

She straddled his waist and leaned close enough for him to feel her lustful breaths.

“You’re as tough as me now, aren’t you?” she whispered, yellow eyes glinting with carnal desire.

“Not sure. Close, at least.”

“You know what this means, don’t you?”

He grinned back at her. “Do tell.”

“Means I can finally go all out.”


Twelve


Clarke didn’t get much sleep that night, and he suspected the police would have received noise complaints if not for the cabin’s remote location.

Brooke proved insatiable, her libido living up to her “go all out” declaration. Fortunately, Clarke soon discovered it wasn’t only his strength and toughness that had improved, but his endurance as well. Yet for all his enhanced physical prowess, Brooke still surpassed him, even more so when it came to her raw enthusiasm.

Clarke offered to remove her restraints after their second lovemaking session, but Brooke demurred. It seemed she enjoyed both the roles of conqueror and conquered, and she alternated between the two long into the night.

Eventually, their sexual marathon reached its conclusion, and they collapsed into a sweaty tangle on the bed. They both took quick showers and then snuggled up for some much-needed rest.

Clarke wasn’t sure what time it was when he drifted into a deep slumber, but he knew exactly what woke him up.

The fire alarm.

“What the what?!”

He threw the covers off and bolted out of bed in nothing but his boxers. Smoke poured into the bedroom, hugging the ceiling, and he raced out to find the source.

“Brooke?” he shouted over the alarm, storming into the living room and kitchen.

“Sorry!” she shouted, dousing the stovetop with a fire extinguisher. The flames licking upward from the cast iron pan died down. She made a circuit of the room, opening every window to let the smoke out, which was somewhat awkward with the metal bars in the way.

The fire alarm eventually stopped screeching at them.

Brooke planted the fire extinguisher on the table and blew out a long breath.

“What happened?” he asked.

“I tried to make breakfast.”

He glanced into the pan. It was hard to tell what it was supposed to be, given all the char and fire-retardant foam.

“Breakfast appears to have been unsuccessful.”

“I’m sorry! This was my fault.”

“You still haven’t explained what happened.”

“Well …” She slumped into one of the seats. “Emma told me how she likes to cook you breakfast, so I thought I’d surprise you with a meal of my own. Only”—she waved at the ruins of breakfast—“this happened.”

“But how?”

“Well, the fridge had a pack of bacon, so I thought I’d give that a try. How hard could it be, right? Put the bacon in the pan, apply heat, remove when done.”

“That’s sounds pretty normal for bacon.”

“But then I started feeling antsy, so I decided to take care of that by running a few laps around the property.”

“While leaving a hot stove and a pan of greasy bacon unattended?”

“Yes?” She seemed to shrink back from his words.

“Did you really need to go for a run this early in the morning?”

“I don’t know. Sometimes I get these overpowering explosions of energy that I just need to burn off. Don’t you ever get those?”

“No, but that sounds like one of my parents’ dogs who’d—” He stopped, the puzzle pieces slotting together in his mind. “Brooke?”

“Yes?”

“I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but I have a question. It’s a sincere one.”

“Yes?”

“Do you ever … get the zoomies?”

“Sometimes?” She shrugged and smiled bashfully. “More often during full moons.”

“This explains a lot.”

“I’m really sorry about breakfast!”

“You almost burned down the cabin with a grease fire. How often do you cook?”

“All the time.”

He raised a questioning eyebrow.

“If you count using a microwave or toaster,” she clarified.

“And if you exclude those two?”

“Maybe once? If you include today?”

“Then, perhaps, this wasn’t the brightest idea.”

“I know.” She leaned back in the chair and eyed the aborted breakfast. “You want some Pop-Tarts instead?”

“Pop-Tarts would be great.”
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Brooke proved much more skilled with the toaster than the stove, and so they feasted on Pop-Tarts and Kool-Aid that morning. She even spoiled him with his choice of s’mores or strawberry filling. Truly, a breakfast for the ages.

Afterward, Clarke helped her wash the dishes and clean up the remains of the initial breakfast. They sat down at the dinner table, and part of Brooke’s attire drew his eye. The loose T-shirt and faded blue jeans were normal for her, but the collar …

“You’re still wearing the collar from last night.”

“I am.” Her fingers found the ring in front and played with it. “I thought I might keep this as a memento of our first night together. Do you like it?”

“It looks good on you. Gives you a bit of a bad girl edge.”

“That’s because I am a bad girl.” She leaned toward him with sultry eyes. “And sometimes I need my alpha to rein me in.”

“Your alpha?”

“My leader. And my lover. The male I’ll follow anywhere. Even into a war against the vampires, if he asks it of me.”

“That’s some heavy stuff, there.”

“It comes from my heart.”

“I believe you.”

He glanced at the collar, then up into her wolf eyes.

A collar on a werewolf, he thought, trying not to think of it as a dog collar. Not where I thought this would go, but there it is. As long as she doesn’t clip a leash to it and ask me to take her out for walkies.

Maybe it’ll help if I think of it in a different context. Like a ring. Yeah, that’s the ticket! It’s circular. That makes it a symbol of our relationship. Hardly any difference at all.

Right. Because nothing says “in a relationship” like bondage gear.

“Do you accept me as your mate?” Brooke asked. “For more than just this one night?”

“You mean, like my girlfriend?”

“In non-werewolf terms, yes.”

“What about Emma?”

“What about her?”

“Well …”

“Alphas are the pack leaders. They are the strongest, smartest, and bravest the community has to offer. And yes, I know I’m the only shifter in Broken Fang, and I can’t apply my way of thinking to everyone else. But that’s the lens I see you through. You are my alpha, until one of us dies or you reject me.”

“And Emma?”

“It would be strange for an alpha to have only one mate, to restrict his strengths to only one bloodline. The fact that you already have a mate makes you all the more desirable in my eyes, not the opposite.”

“That’s …”

“A very shifter point of view, I know.” She rested a hand on her chest. “This is who I am.”

“And I appreciate your honesty.”

“Then, do you accept me?”

He already knew the answer, and he met her yellow eyes, so beautiful and fierce and yet so vulnerable. He reached out to her, and she placed her hand in his.

“Yes, Brooke,” he said softly, giving her hand a tender squeeze. “Yes, I do.”

She smiled broadly, as if her face were the sun rising to greet the new day. Her eyes moistened.

And then she grabbed the edge of the long, heavy table and effortlessly shoved it aside, clearing the space between them. She dropped down onto all fours and padded toward him, hungry eyes locked with his.

“Let me show you how happy you’ve made me.”

She unzipped his pants, stroked him to prominence, and then took him into her mouth.
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They were cuddling in bed after another sexual marathon when Clarke’s phone rang. He reached out from under the covers, grabbed it from the nightstand, and checked the ID.

“It’s Ashley.”

“I wonder what’s up.” Brooke tapped the Accept button for him and then switched it to speaker. “Hey, Ash.”

“Brooke? What are you doing with Clarke’s phone?”

“Just chilling in bed with him.” She entwined her legs with his. “He’s cozy.”

“Good morning. Clarke, here.”

“You two are … oh, I see. Emma’s theory. I should have guessed. How did it go?”

“Power Graft worked. I now have a bit of werewolf in me.”

“And there was plenty of the opposite,” Brooke added with a giggle.

“Uh huh. Look, as much as I’d love to listen to all the explicit details, I did call for a reason. There’s been a development.”

“What kind?” Clarke asked.

“The unexpected sort. Not sure if it’s a problem or an opportunity, but at the very least we have a decision to make as a team. Are you free to meet at the usual place in about an hour? The others said they can make it.”

“Got it. We’ll be there.”
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Clarke took a detour back to his apartment to change and freshen up before driving out to the steel mill. Emma and Brooke were already there when he arrived.

“There he is!” Emma hurried over and gave him a big hug. “I’m so happy for you two!”

“Thanks.” He extricated one of his arms and gave Brooke a quick wave. “Hey there.”

“Clarke.” She smiled sweetly at him, the collar still around her neck.

Emma held him at arms’ length. “Brooke and I have been talking.”

“Yeah? What about?”

“Oh, you know. Blood knights, sex magic, werewolf libidos. All the important stuff. There’s only so much of you to go around, which is such a shame!”

Clarke laughed.

“Are you able to control which powers you gain?”

“No. It just sort of happens. I could feel our magics merging, but what I came back with seemed somewhat random.”

“Hmm.” Emma nodded thoughtfully. “Not ideal, but still a solid improvement on where you were. Blood knights are so rare that there’s scant documentation on how some of your spells work. It could be that this spell has an affinity for certain kinds of abilities. Or perhaps you yourself have an innate compatibility with other specific magics, which governs which abilities you gain. Or perhaps it’s completely random!”

“Did your Power Graft trigger more than once?” Brooke asked.

“No. Just the first time.”

“Oh?” Emma glanced back at the werewolf. “There’s more to tell? You’ve been holding out on me, girl! How many times did you do it?”

“I …” Brooke hugged her breasts and glanced away. “I lost count.”

Emma faced Clarke expectantly.

“Don’t look at me,” he said. “I didn’t know I was supposed to keep a tally.”

“But this is for science!”

“Somehow, I feel you’re exaggerating the point.”

“Perhaps.” Emma tapped her lips thoughtfully. “I wonder if more control will come as you gain experience with your magic. It’s also possible Power Graft’s fusion with my magic has made the spell more difficult to target. How strong are you now?”

“Check this out.”

He picked her up and raised her over his head. He held her aloft, arm rigid with one hand supporting her butt.

Emma clapped enthusiastically.

He let her drop into his arms, then set her on her feet.

“Very impressive.” She pulled him close, their lips almost touching. “I’ll need to inspect these powers more thoroughly first chance we get. For science, you understand.”

“Of course.”

The crunch of gravel drew his eyes to the parking lot, and the beams from a red BMW Z4 roadster slid across the mill before the vehicle came to a rest. Sammy stepped out of the driver’s seat and Ashley from the other side, Heinrich’s grimoire tucked under her arm.

“Congratulations, Clarke,” Ashley said once everyone was inside. “And to you, Brooke. Both of you are to be commended. This success bodes well for our efforts. Clarke, every power you gain strengthens not just you, but Broken Fang as a whole. I’m grateful for how well this team is coming together, and for your efforts in particular.”

“Thanks,” Clarke replied, though he felt her praise was overkill. All he’d done so far was help stop one vampire in between having a lot of hot sex with a succubus and a werewolf.

The two women came up to him from opposite sides, both slotting their arms through his, almost perfectly in sync with each other. He smiled at Emma and then to Brooke, a pleasant warmth swelling in his heart. His relationships with these ladies weren’t solely about physical attraction; both women possessed an inner beauty which he found deeply attractive, and that made him want to become a better man.

Because both Emma and Brooke deserved nothing less from him.

“Sammy,” Ashley began, “when can you make your contribution?”

“My …?”

“With Clarke. After we’re done here, why don’t you two look at your schedules and pick a time to take advantage of his Power Graft.”

“Wh-wh-what?!” the slime girl stammered, turning beet red. Quite literally as every exposed inch of her skin blushed. Even her hair brightened to a vivid shade of red.

“It’s the next logical step,” Ashley said, apparently oblivious to Sammy’s discomfort. “Now that we know the steps to make it work, it only makes sense for us to load him up with all the abilities we can.”

“But, I mean, that’s—” Sammy brought her coloration under control and glared fiercely at the celestial. “Why’s it got to be me?”

“Why not? You’ve been flirting with him nonstop since he joined.”

“This goes a few steps beyond flirting! Why don’t you go next if you think this is such a great idea?”

“Hmm.” Ashley looked over at Clarke as if appraising him. “I’m not sure he would survive the encounter.”

Clarke didn’t know how to respond to that, and neither did any of the other girls. Everyone stared at Ashley as if expecting some explanation, but none came, and she eventually shrugged it off.

“I suppose it’s not a pressing matter.”

“What the hell kind of explanation is that?” Sammy snapped.

“What do you mean?” Ashley asked, sounding confused. Her hairband dimmed a few shades.

“Uh oh,” Emma said. “I think Confused Ashley is back.”

“Please don’t call me that.”

“Hell of a thing to say!” Sammy spat, folding her arms.

“It’s all right, Sammy,” Clarke said. “My opinions on all this are fairly simple. If you’re not comfortable with trying, then we’re not going to do it.”

“But Sammy has a lot of abilities you would find useful,” Ashley said. “I do think it’s important you two give it a try.”

“I don’t care, Ashley. No one’s getting pressured just so I can power up.”

“But—”

“My decision is final.”

Ashley frowned, a momentary look of confusion passing over her face. It vanished just as suddenly.

“And so it is,” she said at last. Her hairband brightened, and she swept her gaze around the room. “Shall we get to it, then? We’re here for a reason, after all.”

Ashley took one of the available seats, which was her way of saying, yes, they were about to get to it. She set the grimoire on her lap but didn’t open it. Clarke and the others sat down in a rough ring and waited for her to start the meeting.

“There’s been a development,” she began. “Chelsea Etcoff, an archivist at the CCU library, has suddenly decided to take an extended leave of absence.”

“The same sort Heinrich took?” Clarke asked.

“I believe so.”

“How certain are we?”

“I was already keeping an eye on Etcoff before this,” Emma said. “She was on my short list for potential thralls.”

“Then, if that’s true, one of the two remaining campus vampires just lost an underling.”

“That’s precisely what we suspect,” Ashley said. “We don’t know how, but one possible explanation is the vampires are fighting over Heinrich’s scraps, and Etcoff’s apparent death is evidence of a skirmish.”

“Which means tensions between the vampiric factions are escalating?” Clarke asked. “Sounds like a great thing to me! Any way we can stoke this fire? Maybe encourage the vampires to take each other out?”

“Not at the moment.” Ashley’s hand brushed across the grimoire’s cover. “The problem is we don’t know where to ‘stoke the fire,’ as you put it. We need better information.”

“Which is why we snagged the grimoire in the first place.”

“Yes, but the spell protecting the book has proven to be surprisingly robust.” She opened the book and showed them the blurred pages. She closed the book and set it down again. “I can break through the spell, given enough time, but that’s the thing. It’ll take time.”

“Time we may not have,” Emma said. “If we’re going to coax the vampires into doing the dirty work for us, we need to know where to prod them. That means cracking the, um, ‘magical encryption’ on the grimoire as fast as possible.”

“Then how do we do that?” Clarke asked.

“We don’t, unfortunately.” Ashley let out a brief huff. “None of us have the right combination of skills and knowledge to break the spell quickly.”

“Not even you?”

“All I’ve managed so far is to weaken the spell with brute force, which is why it’s been such a time sink. Fortunately, however, there may be an alternative.”

“We could enlist the services of a mage,” Emma explained. “Someone with the expertise we need. And, as chance would have it, my father happens to be on good terms with one such witch. Her name is Lady Hepatica Grey, and she’s no friend of the vampires, I can tell you that much. We can trust her.”

“If we can convince her to meet with us,” Ashley added.

“But if she’s that powerful,” Clarke began, “why haven’t the vampires taken her out? Don’t they view her as a threat?”

“They do,” Emma said, “but doing so would risk uniting the mage clans, and that’s one step away from open war with the vampires. The vampires would win in the end—I don’t think anyone doubts that—but not without paying a heavy price. Therefore, as long as individual mages stay clear of vampiric business, they’re left alone.”

“But don’t the vampires hex them? You know, to weaken or seal their magic?”

“They try, but for every new hex the vampires throw at them, the mages find a counter. It’s a magical stalemate that has lasted centuries. Mages are considered … a neutral party in the overall balance of power.”

“Sounds like this witch will be taking a big risk in helping us, then.”

“Which is why we can expect her services will come with a hefty price. No telling what she’ll ask for until we speak with her, though.”

“Still,” Ashley said, patting the grimoire, “we believe this is our best option. Seek the aid of Lady Hepatica Grey so that we can read Heinrich’s grimoire and take advantage of the situation brewing at CCU.”

“By kicking some vampiric ass!” Emma added with a fist pump.

“Yes.” Ashley let out a weary sigh. “That, too. All in favor?”

Everyone’s hands went up.

“It’s decided, then.”

“I’ll speak with my father tonight and get the ball rolling,” Emma said. “As soon as I hear something, I’ll let the team know.”


Thirteen


Through her family’s connections, Emma managed to arrange a meeting with the witch the following day. Everyone met at her apartment and piled into her Jetta for the trip. She drove them out of the city and through long, winding backroads to a development tucked in between dense patches of forest.

Lady Grey’s house sat at the end of a cul-de-sac deep into the development. Clarke wasn’t sure what he thought an honest-to-goodness witch’s abode should look like, but a white two-story with dormer windows and a picturesque yard hadn’t been on his list. No twisted, old trees or wrought iron fence or crows perched atop swinging gibbets. Not even a cauldron or smokestack with strange fumes pouring forth. A puffy Maltese dog with black button eyes lounged on the patio, tongue lolling in its mouth. There were no cats in sight, least of all a black one.

But looks could be deceiving. The place reeked of magic, too many kinds for Clarke’s beginner senses to pick out.

Emma parked the car on the curb, then twisted around in her seat.

“We’re here. Let me do most of the talking.”

They exited the vehicle and crossed a flagstone path to the patio. Emma tapped the doorbell, and they waited. The Maltese stared at them with wild, wet eyes, then barked happily when the door opened.

Clarke judged the woman to be in her late thirties or early forties. She wore a turquoise blouse over tan slacks, and a pair of halfmoon glasses hung from a strap around her neck. Her platinum blonde hair was bound in a chignon bun, and her eyes were a deep blue that bordered on violet. She must have been stunning back in the day, and much of that allure remained, but now fully ripened into a voluptuous MILF.

She smiled pleasantly enough when she saw them, but the expression came across as a formality. A nicety she extended to her guests as a matter of course, one that lacked any true warmth.

“I’ve been expecting you. Which one of you girls is Emma?”

“I am, Lady Grey.”

“I should have guessed.” Her smile became knowing. “You have some of your father in your face.”

“I believe he spoke with you about our problem?”

“He did. Whether or not I can help remains to be seen.”

“We’d very much like to discuss the matter with you. May we come in?”

“First, let’s have a look at you. Can’t be too careful.” She brought the glasses up to her eyes and peered through them at each visitor. “My, my. Quite the eclectic group we have here. A succubus, werewolf, and slime, all hanging out with two humans. One must wonder what kind of trouble you might⁠—”

She stopped, her gaze fixating on Clarke. She adjusted the glasses and leaned forward with wide eyes.

“But that’s …”

The witch removed her glasses. She rubbed them clean on her blouse, then stuck them back on. Her brow furrowed as she stared at Clarke.

“Is there a problem, Lady Grey?” Emma asked.

“No, I don’t think so.” She pulled the glasses off again and let them dangle from the strap. “Well, come in, come in. Don’t be shy. The dog doesn’t bite, and neither do I.”

The dog gave them a chipper bark as they filed inside.

“Thank you, Lady Grey.”

“Please, no need to be so formal. Call me Hepatica.”

The living room looked like any other, which somehow disappointed Clarke. Hepatica’s eyes lingered on him, but soon she motioned for the group to follow her.

“This way.”

The witch led them down the stairs to the basement. The chalked remains of a magic circle covered a patch of stone floor with the waxy remains of candles seated at five points. Bookshelves lined one wall, each weighted with heavy volumes, and various containers took up even more space. An entire science lab’s worth of beakers, flasks, complex tubing, and Bunsen burners cluttered several workstations. Equipment for creating potions, perhaps?

Now this is more like it! Clarke thought.

“Is this a witch’s basement,” Sammy asked under her breath, “or a meth lab?”

Brooke snorted out a laugh before she caught herself.

“Shush!” Emma snapped through the side of her mouth.

If Hepatica heard the remark, she gave no indication. She sat down at the head of the table at the back and beckoned the others to join her.

“All right. Let’s see what you brought.”

Emma nodded to Ashley, who retrieved the grimoire from her satchel and placed it in front of the witch.

“My, my.” Hepatica ran her hand across the leather binding then put her glasses back on and opened the tome. Her lips curled into a wicked smile. “It’s not every day you see one of these. How’d you come by it?”

“We stole it from a Chester Creek vampire.”

“And the owner?”

“No longer needs it.”

“Truly?” Hepatica glanced up at them over her glasses. Her eyes darted to Clarke, then back to Emma. “Dead?”

“The official word is he went on sabbatical.”

“In the middle of the semester?” Hepatica sniffed. “Vampires. They think they’re so clever. Still, that must have been quite the fight. How old was he?”

“We’re not sure. Risen within the last ten years, I’d say.”

“No way.” Hepatica tapped the blurred text. “You won’t see a spell this good from newly risen trash. This is the work of a master.”

“Perhaps someone helped him with the spell.”

“Perhaps.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

“Because I’m not.” She closed the book and pushed it forward.

“It doesn’t matter how old he was,” Emma said. “He’s dead, and we have his grimoire. Can you help us read it?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” The witch pressed her hands together as if praying and rested her chin on her thumbs, all while staring at the book. “The short answer is yes.”

“And the long answer?”

Hepatica’s eyes darted back to Clarke before returning to Emma.

“It’s going to cost you.”

“How much?”

“That will depend. First, tell me why you need the information contained within the grimoire?”

“We’re trying to find the other CCU vampires.”

“And?”

“And kill them.”

“I see. That does complicate matters.” She set her phone on the table and placed a call.

“Wha-a-at?” The young woman who answered sounded both bored and annoyed at being disturbed.

“Ixia, dear, we have guests down in the basement. I need you to collect your sisters and come down here. Family business.”

“Now?”

“Yes, now.”

“But I’m in the middle of a match! I’ve got a nydus worm in my natural expand and zerglings eating my siege tanks. As soon as I clean up this mess, I’ll be sixty seconds away from a two-two timing attack. I can’t leave now!”

“Your games can wait. This is important.”

“Uh. Fine. You clearly don’t care about my rank, so why should I? I’ll go grab the others.”

“Thank you, dear.” Hepatica switched off her phone, then knitted her fingers. “I can provide you with the magic circle you need. One that will crack this book’s Concealment like a hammer striking an eggshell. But it’ll cost you.”

“What’s your price?”

“First, I must confess to a mistake.” The witch looked over at Clarke once more. “I was wrong about you when I said you were human, because you aren’t. Not anymore. Not completely. There are bits of succubus and shifter magic swirling within you, and I know of only one spell that can pull off such a feat: Power Graft. Which means you, young man, are a blood knight.”

“What if I am?” Clarke replied guardedly.

“Who you are matters a great deal. It matters that you’re descended from vampire slayers and that your bloodline is both rare and powerful.”

“Which makes it valuable to you?”

“Precisely. You catch on quick.”

“What is it you want from me? Some of my blood?”

“Not … quite.” Hepatica tilted her head ever so slightly. “What’s your name?”

“J.B. Clarke. Don’t ask what the initials mean. Also, I prefer to be addressed by my family name.”

Someone tromped noisily down the stairs, footfalls conveying an air of exasperation. Clarke twisted in his seat to get a good look at the new arrivals.

The witch’s daughters were dressed predominantly in black, similar to Emma’s attire but also totally different. While Clarke considered Emma’s style to be “goth adjacent,” Hepatica’s three daughters had leaped headfirst into the gothic fashion pool. There was black lipstick, eyeshadow, lace sleeves, bare midriffs, short skirts, stockings, a few tasteful tattoos and piercings, and far too many buckles. One daughter had retained her natural blonde hair, another had bleached her hair ghost white, and the third had dyed her hair black, leaving only a single streak of blonde.

“Well, Mom? We’re here.” The daughter with the white hair gave an exaggerated shrug. “What now?”

Hepatica rose from her seat and rounded the table.

“Clarke, allow me to introduce my daughters: Ixia, Dahlia, and Hyacinth. Fraternal triplets, and very close to your age, I’d wager. Ladies, this is Clarke. He’s a blood knight.”

All three daughters perked up, eyes wide in a combination of surprise and amazement.

“Here’s how I see it,” Hepatica continued, speaking to Clarke more than the others. “You intend to go out there and slay some vampires. You may even be successful for a time. But eventually, you’ll create enough pain that they will turn their attentions toward you, and when that happens, you will die. I don’t blame you for traveling this path; it’s in your blood, after all. But it will end in tears.”

“I’m aware of the risks,” Clarke said.

“Are you now? I wonder.”

“Evil must be confronted.”

“A noble sentiment. One that too often crumbles in the face of reality.”

“Enough dancing around the topic. What do you want?”

“It’s quite simple. You may be doomed, but we can still preserve your bloodline. Therefore, I would have you sire a child with one of my daughters as payment for my services.”

The room fell deathly silent, and all three daughters gaped in shock at their mother. So did everyone else, except for Emma, who wore the widest, dumbest, happiest grin he’d ever seen. A pin dropping would have been the equivalent of an artillery strike.

Clarke cleared his throat after the lengthy silence.

“You mean …”

“Exactly what I just said.” The witch gave her daughters a casual wave. “You may select whichever one you fancy the most.”
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“Wow!” Emma exclaimed once they’d regrouped outside her car. She sat down on the hood. “My man Clarke is on a roll! Is there any problem your loins can’t solve?”

“Emma, please.”

“What? We’re looking at a bill that’s very easy to pay.”

“Yes, but we’re talking about a child here. My child, and I’m being asked to use future offspring as currency! Can’t she just take credit like everyone else?”

“I knew the price would be hefty,” Ashley said. “But this? This is unexpected.”

“How’d she figure out I was a blood knight? Aren’t your spells supposed to keep that fact hidden? As far as I could tell, she doesn’t have a clue you’re a celestial.”

“I caught that as well. The most likely explanation is the magics you’ve absorbed gave you away. She did call those out, after all. I may need to adjust the spells protecting you to compensate.”

“A little late for that, don’t you think?”

“So, what do we do?” Brooke asked.

“As I see it, we have two options,” Ashley began. “We can walk away from this deal, and I go back to cracking the grimoire the slow way.”

“Which means we lose our window,” Emma said. “If we want to trick the campus vampires into killing each other, we should act before they’re done with Heinrich’s old turf.”

“Which then leads us to the other option,” Ashley continued, “where Clarke pays the witch’s price, and we move forward with our plan as quickly as possible.”

The ladies all turned to him.

“I don’t know about this.” He glanced around the rough circle of young women.

“Honestly, I don’t see the problem,” Emma said. “A bloodline like yours should be spread as far and as wide as possible. The situation is a happy bonus as far as I’m concerned.”

“You are such a succubus,” Sammy muttered.

“And proud of it.”

“Yes, we know.”

“Well, I get the problem,” Brooke said. “To put this in werewolf terms, the witch and her daughters aren’t part of our pack and have shown no desire to join it. They aren’t loyal to the alpha, and any child from this union will also not be a part of our pack. Will they keep the child from him? I don’t know, but that could be Hepatica’s intent.”

The group turned to Sammy next.

“Don’t look at me. I don’t have a dog in this hunt. No offense, Brooke.”

“None taken.”

“A price is being asked,” Ashley said. “And, since Clarke is the one who must pay it, the decision must be his. Do we all agree on this?”

Everyone nodded.

“Thanks,” Clarke said. “I appreciate how you’re giving me space to think this through. Still not sure what I should do.”

“What about Hepatica’s daughters?” Brooke asked. “Has anyone checked if they’re on board with this?”

“Damn, you’re right!” Clarke rubbed his temples. “What a mess!”

“Hold that thought.” Emma pushed off the car hood. “I’ll find out if they’re willing. Sexual empath to the rescue. Be back in a jiffy!”

Emma hurried inside the house and came back a few minutes later.

“Okay, I have good news, and I have … news.”

“Is the second part good or bad?” Clarke asked.

“Not bad. Just yet another wrinkle to consider. Okay, good news first. Your magic blood makes you super desirable. All of Hepatica’s daughters are willing, Ixia especially. She’s practically dripping at the thought of doing you.”

“Which one was she?”

“Bleached white hair.”

“Okay, good to know. That makes her the best choice. Now what’s the wrinkle?”

“All three daughters are powerful magic users, which makes them candidates for Power Graft. And since Hepatica is asking you to knock up one of her daughters anyway, why not grab an upgrade while you’re at it?”

“Do they know my Power Graft kicks in when I have sex?”

“I won’t tell them if you don’t.” Emma winked at him.

“Okay, but if they’re all magic users, where’s the wrinkle come in?”

“Their areas of expertise are different. Dahlia is a natural when it comes to Fire spells, Hyacinth is all about protective Wards, and Ixia is more of a support spell generalist. Who you pick will affect the kind of magic you absorb.”

“So, my options are offense, defense, or support?”

“Pretty much.”

“Oh, for the love of—” Clarke put his face in his hands. “This is like a side quest where you can only pick one of the quest rewards!”

“Offense would be my choice,” Sammy said. “Can’t go wrong with setting vampires on fire. I say you do Dahlia.”

“I thought you didn’t have a dog in this hunt,” Brooke said.

“I do now that upgrades are on the table. The stronger he is, the better all our chances are.”

“I’m still not sure about this.” Clarke lowered his hands. “And I’m especially not sure about some witch keeping my future child from me!”

“Then tell her that,” Ashley said. “Make her put your right to raise the child in the contract. This is a negotiation, and you clearly have something she wants. That gives you leverage. Fight for what’s important to you. And if you can’t find a compromise you’re happy with, just walk away. We’ll support your decision.”

Clarke nodded, Ashley’s words providing the steel he needed to form a decision.

“We’re with you,” Emma said. “Whatever you decide, we’re with you.”

He smiled at her, then took in the rest of their expressions. All of them had his back.

“Thank you. All of you.” He let out a long exhale. “All right. Let’s do this.”
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“Have you come to a decision?” Hepatica asked.

Clarke sat down at the table across from Hepatica, the ladies of Broken Fang standing behind him. The witch’s daughters stood nearby, all three stealing glances when they thought he wasn’t paying attention.

“I have,” Clarke declared in a firm voice.

“And?”

“We need to discuss how the child will be raised.”

“A child of this nature necessitates certain safeguards. He or she will be secreted away shortly after birth, handed over to another family and kept safe until reaching adulthood, when the blood magic will begin to manifest.”

“I’m to have no hand in how the child is raised?”

“No.”

“Then we have no deal.”

“Because you wish to raise the child yourself?”

“I do.”

Hepatica leaned forward and knitted her fingers.

“Tell me, young blood knight, were you adopted?”

Clarke sucked in a sharp breath, the witch’s words taking him by surprise.

“How did you know that?”

“I only suspected until now.” Her violet eyes seemed to laugh at him. “But it makes sense. Look at what we’re discussing here. A child, to be born of blood and magic. A child of hunted heritage, delivered in secret and kept safe from the vampires. How familiar does this portrait look to you, I wonder? Almost like a reflection in the mirror?”

“You’re suggesting I came from a union between a witch and a blood knight.”

“Or some variety of mage. Perhaps even a warlock and blood knight. Who’s to say which one was the mother?”

“Then why haven’t my real parents shown themselves by now?”

“It’s possible some tragedy befell them. Perhaps a d-hunter found and killed them. I could look into it, if you wish. One of the mage clans may have a record of the contract and what became of the signees.”

“And how much would that service cost me?”

“Well.” Hepatica tapped her lips with a thoughtful finger. “I do have three daughters.”

“Thanks, but no thanks.”

“It’s nothing but my own speculation, anyway. I’m interested in you, not your parents.”

“And I’m interested in the right to see and raise my own child.”

“Then it seems we are at an impasse.”

Clarke drummed his fingers on the hardwood table. What could he use to shift the witch’s position? What other leverage he could employ?

“The child’s safety is your primary concern?” Clarke asked.

“Correct. You, with your plans to confront the vampires, might as well be a lightning rod for death and despair. Wouldn’t you want to spare your child that?”

“What would have to change for the child to be safe? Me, giving up this fight against the vampires?”

“You and I both know that won’t happen. This war in is your blood. You will be drawn into conflict with the vampires, whether you realize it or not.”

“Then what?”

“A child with your heritage will never be safe until the vampires’ hold on humanity is broken.”

“Then that’s what goes in the contract,” Clarke declared, pointing his finger down at an imaginary document.

“Excuse me?” Hepatica’s eyes widened, her cool confidence melting into surprise.

“You heard me. If we manage to break the vampiric spell over humanity on a large enough scale, the child is mine to raise alongside your daughter.”

“I … well, yes, of course, I suppose that would be a reasonable condition. But would you really take this so far?”

“I will either achieve this goal or I will die trying.”

His own words shocked him, and yet he did not regret them. They rang true in his mind, resonating with the core of his desires for the world now that his eyes had been opened.

Hepatica studied him for long seconds, perhaps taking him seriously for the first time.

“I believe you will,” she uttered softly. But then she recovered some of her earlier composure, and her face grew serene once more. “That you will make the attempt, at least.”

You may believe this is impossible, Clarke thought. And you may be right, but I have a feeling my destiny would guide me to this path one way or another. Why not embrace it?

“Then are we in agreement on the conditions?” he asked.

“Almost. Have you selected your partner?”

“Ixia, if she is willing.”

The young witch jumped at hearing her name. Hepatica snapped her fingers, and she stepped forward and bowed her head.

“Uh, yes. Yes, sir. I’m willing,” she said, the slightest hint of a smile gracing her lips.

“Anything else we need to discuss?” Clarke asked.

“That’s it.” Hepatica rose to her feet. “I’ll draw up the contract immediately.”


Fourteen


Clarke read through the contract one last time. The language was simple and the terms plainly stated, devoid of any legalese to cloud the matter. Emma had already reviewed the contract and given her approval.

He picked up the pen; Hepatica and Ixia had already signed the document. The senior witch sat expectantly at the other end of the table while the ladies of Broken Fang stood supportively behind him.

Meanwhile, Ixia toiled at one of the workstations with a rubber apron, safety goggles, and gloves over her goth outfit. She’d mixed a dizzying array of substances before grinding it all up with a mortar and pestle and heating the powdered mixture with a Bunsen burner. A pale liquid bubbled up from the beaker, spilling over into a tubed corkscrew that ended in a vial.

That vial was almost full.

“What happens if you break your word?” Clarke asked.

“I won’t,” Hepatica replied.

“But what if?”

“The penalty for breaking a vow of this magnitude is excommunication from my clan, the Coven of the Ashen Flower.”

“And if I break my word?”

“You will be blacklisted by my clan, and by any others we’re allied with.”

“Sounds like we both have strong reasons to make this work, then.”

“That’s the general idea.”

“Any spells I should know about on the contract?”

“No,” Hepatica said. “Just ink on paper.”

Clarke glanced over to Emma, who confirmed the witch’s words with a nod.

He took one last look over the contract, then signed it and slid it forward.

“It’s done.” Hepatica pulled the contract closer and began rolling it into a scroll. “Ixia, dear? How’s your potion coming along?”

“Just about to finish up.”

“What’s the potion for?” Clarke asked.

“It’s a fertility decoction strong enough to guarantee your success.” Hepatica slid her chair back and stood up. “I leave you to your task. You may use my daughter’s room or take your business elsewhere if you prefer. Come see me when the deed is done. I’ll have the instructions for the magic circle ready and waiting for you.”

Hepatica headed up the stairs.

Emma gave him a pat on the shoulder then an enthusiastic thumbs up before following the rest of the team out.

Ixia stoppered the vial of pale green fluid and pocketed it. She took off her goggles and gloves, placed the apron on a hanger, then joined him by the table.

She wore her straight hair long and loose down her back. Her lipstick and eyeshadow were black, and the tear under her left eye may have been a tattoo or drawn there. Her ears, bellybutton, and one eyebrow were pierced with a variety of silver rings and studs, and more rings decorated her slender fingers, some with decorative skulls.

She was a slender woman, her firm, perky breasts constrained by a tight, high-collared top, itself decorated with silver buckles and necklaces. She wore a miniskirt over narrow hips and black stockings that led down to ankle-high boots with too many buckles.

She sat beside him and set the vial on the table. She shared her mother’s violet eyes.

“Hello, Ixia.” He wasn’t sure what else to say. She looked uneasy, which he could sympathize with.

“Hey.”

“Is the potion for me or you?”

“For both of us. At this dosage, the effects last about twelve hours.” She pulled the stopper out and drank half the contents before handing it over.

He downed the other half.

“Mmm. Minty.”

“I added extra ingredients for flavor. Otherwise, it tastes like liquid chalk.”

“You’ve used this before?”

“During practice, to evaluate the potion. Not for … you know.” She let out a nervous laugh. “I’ve never had a kid before.”

“Me neither. This is new to me.” He made a circular gesture to encompass the basement. “All of it, actually. I only became aware of vampires a few weeks ago.”

“Oh, wow! Really?”

“Yep.” He stuffed hands into pockets. “And now look at me. Already paying off witches with my firstborn.”

“It’s not that bad. And, really, I think my mom has a point. Going after vampires is dangerous, and that goes double for someone like you.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“This way, even if something happens to you, you’ll have left a legacy behind.”

“I know what you’re saying makes sense—in a cold, detached sort of way—but it still feels wrong in my gut.”

“Then why did you agree to this?”

“Because I’m beginning to realize why I’m here, what my purpose in life is.”

“To kill vampires?”

“As many of the bastards as I can.”

“That’s not going to be easy.”

“Nothing worthwhile ever is.”

Ixia nodded sympathetically, then she let out an exaggerated sigh.

“Well? Shall we head up to my room?”

“Lead the way.”

She led him up three flights of stairs to one of the rooms built into a converted attic. The entrance was decorated with a huge Dead Space poster.

“Sorry about the mess,” Ixia said, opening the door.

The room’s walls were barely visible under all the posters: Starcraft 2, plenty of League of Legends champions, Resident Evil and Silent Hill games both recent and classic, and many others adorned every inch of the place, often overlapping.

The back wall slanted downward with the roof, but the space left by the dormer window had been filled with an impressive gaming station. The bookshelf held no books, but a wide variety of figurines and models. The bed was a rumpled mess of checkered covers.

Clarke stepped over to the bookshelf and inspected her collection with the eye of a gaming enthusiast. He found that eye drawn to a life-sized model of a plasma cutter from the Dead Space franchise.

“Yep,” Ixia said, flopping onto the bed. “I really did buy a lump of plastic shaped like my favorite zombie-killing weapon of all time.”

“I’m not judging. I love the Dead Space games.” He paused, then reconsidered his words. “Well, the first two.”

“I hate zombies. Like, with a passion. You ever meet a zombie?”

“Once. Didn’t end well for him.”

“My mom thinks all of this is stupid. Keeps telling me to focus on the family business instead of pursuing my passion.”

“Which is?”

“I want to go into esports. Like, as a pro.”

“That’s a tough field to break into. I’ve watched a few tournaments. Three hundred plus actions per minute? Got to wonder if those players are even human.”

“Some of them aren’t. Lots of elves in esports.”

“Really?” He supposed the revelation shouldn’t have surprised him at this point.

“Yeah, but my witchcraft lets me keep up. The right combo of spells and potions, and my reflexes become god-tier!”

Clarke chuckled as he sat down next to her. “Sounds like the family business helps you with your passion.”

“I guess. It’s not like I have anything against witchcraft. I know what it means for me and the family, how it protects us. Keeps us from becoming food for the vampires. I just … I don’t know. I wish my mom understood me better.”

“I get that. You still okay with this?”

“I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t. Trust me, I’m not afraid to tell her no.”

He chucked again. “I believe you.”

She spread her arms across the sheets, a sea of white hair framing her face.

“Just to warn you, Clarke, I’m not what you might consider ‘experienced.’ You’re in the driver’s seat from here on out.”

“Gotcha. I think I can handle it.”

He bent down toward her, intent on starting with a tender kiss, but something made him stop a few inches from her lips. His thoughts drifted back to his time with Brooke, so fresh in his mind, and an idea sparked its way into existence, rapidly taking form.

He backed away, hovering above the young witch on both arms. He smiled down at her.

“Ixia?”

“Yes?”

“I know this might sound strange, but before we, uh, fulfill the contract, how would you like to go on a date with me?”

Her violet eyes lit up at the suggestion.

“I don’t know about you,” he continued, “but this is just so damned awkward. So, I thought why not have some fun together and get to know each other before⁠—”

“Oh, God, yes! This is such a good idea!”
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Ixia picked the time and location—eight o’clock that night at a club in downtown Chester Creek called Studio Nightshade. Clarke headed out to the car and explained the situation, to the surprise of some but to Emma’s wholehearted approval.

“That’s our Clarke!” she said. “Always thinking about us ladies.”

“Just trying to make her feel more comfortable. And myself, too, if I’m being honest.”

Emma drove them back to her apartment, and Ashley cast a revised Concealment spell on him along the way. After that, everyone went their separate ways for the evening.

Clarke grabbed a quick bite, showered, and picked out what he thought were some stylish date clothes. But Emma took one look at his freshly pressed slacks and button-down shirt, and crossed her arms with a frown.

“Could be better.”

“What’s wrong with my clothes? This is way nicer than what I wore for my date with Brooke.”

“True, but you’re about to go clubbing with a witch, one who has a clear stylistic preference.” The succubus rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “Come on. Let’s see what we have to work with.”

She led him to his closet, where she proceeded to rifle through his shirts. She selected a different button-down and set it on the bed.

“This one.”

“Black? Paired with black slacks? Isn’t that a bit predictable for a date with a goth?”

“We’ll break it up with some accessories. Trust me; she’ll love this.”

She sidestepped over to her closet and sifted through her belt hanger before selecting a thick, black leather belt with metal studs. He slipped it on as she rummaged through one of her jewelry boxes.

“Aha! I thought I still had this one.”

She handed him a necklace with a silver skull pendant, a large red stone gripped in its jaw. He put it on.

“How do I look?” he asked, spreading his arms.

“Like you’re ready to fuck a witch’s brains out.” Emma licked her lips, and then sauntered up to him. She draped her body against his, breasts smooshed against his chest, revealing her firm, pale cleavage. “If you weren’t busy tonight, I’d take you right here and now.”

“Wouldn’t that be risky? You know, with the fertility potion fresh in my system?”

“Oh, Clarke, please don’t tease me like that. Why, just the thought of bearing your child makes me wet!”

“You’re incorrigible, you know that?”

“Would you have me any other way?”

Clarke laughed, then bent down and gave the succubus a long, thorough kiss. Her wings pushed out from under her shirt as the kiss dragged on, and her tail took form, swishing back and forth underneath her skirt. He started to pull away, but her tail whipped around his thigh and gave it a tug.

“One more.” She made a pouty face. “Please.”

“Always.”

He kissed her again, one hand at the back of her head, holding her tight. She reached down and stroked his crotch.

“Later,” he said breathily. “Once the potion has worn off.”

“There’s no need to wait that long.”

“But—”

“We succubi have precise control over our fertility. I will only ever conceive a child with you when you’re ready. You have my solemn word.”

They shared one last kiss before he headed out.

He drove into downtown Chester Creek and left his car in a parking garage near the address. The path to the club took him down the main street to an alley lined with local restaurants and specialty stores. The club’s entrance was at the far end, tucked into a shadowed corner under a discreet sign. A bouncer stood by the door.

An orc bouncer.

Clarke headed for the door.

“Sorry, Sport.” The orc stepped in front of him. He might as well have been an impenetrable wall of meat. “This club’s not for you.”

“I’m meeting someone here. She’s expecting me.”

“Sure, she is.” The orc pointed up the alley. “Two blocks down on the right there’s a joint called Hank’s Rhythm Club. You’ll like it a lot more than this place. Trust me.”

“Can I at least check if she’s inside?”

“No can do, Sport. This is an exclusive club, and you don’t fit our⁠—”

“He’s with me.”

Clarke and the orc turned to find Ixia Grey walking over, heels clicking on the asphalt. She’d exchanged her top for a lacy long-sleeve number that did nothing to hide the black bra underneath.

“My apologies, Miss Grey.” The orc shuffled aside and bowed his head. “I wasn’t told to expect you.”

“That’s all right, Hershel. Our date is a bit spur-of-the-moment.” She pressed a hand softly against the small of Clarke’s back. “Please let the others know he’s with me.”

“Of course, Miss Grey.” He swung the door open for them.

Clarke offered Ixia his arm, and she slipped hers through his. They descended side-by-side down the brick-walled stairs and into the club’s dark interior. The path leveled out, and they passed through two sets of double doors lit by blacklights. Clarke began to sense powerful, overlapping magics as soon as they cleared the first door. Music thumped in his chest, growing stronger as they traversed the corridor.

“Sorry about that.” Ixia let out an unsure laugh and gave his arm a quick pat. “I should have called ahead.”

They pushed through one more set of doors. The corridor opened into a high-ceilinged dance floor, and Clarke had to pause at the threshold to soak in the sights.

Demihumans formed an undulating sea of bodies on the dance floor. Shifters in full beast mode danced alongside lithe elves, while succubi and incubi wrapped their wings around prospective partners. A green-scaled dragonkin lounged by the well-stocked bar, one of her wings draped around a horned man.

The shirtless werewolf up on the stage banged his furry dreadlocks to the strumming of his guitar. Another werewolf and what might have been a werebear backed him up with their own guitars while a heavily tattooed orc pounded away at the drums.

A banner above the band read: THE ANGRY HAIRBALLS.

The lead singer grabbed his mic and began grunting and howling into it in what sounded like the werewolf equivalent of screaming death metal. The crowd cheered, and one of the elves near the front took off her bra and threw it onto the stage.

“Now there’s something you don’t see every day.”

I need to remember this place, he thought. I bet Emma and Brooke will love it.

“Can I get you a drink?” Ixia asked, speaking up over the music.

“They going to card us?”

“Not here, and besides we’re legal in this place.”

“Demihumans can drink at a younger age?” He chuckled. “That doesn’t seem fair.”

“It’s more about when your magic wakes up than someone’s age. That’s what we use in these circles.”

“Okay. Then, sure. I’ll have a drink.”

“What’s your poison?”

He wasn’t all that knowledgeable when it came to alcoholic beverages, but he recalled his father’s preferred beverage and went with that.

“Gin and tonic.”

He accompanied Ixia to the bar, where a redheaded succubus in a suit and tie smiled primly, ready to take their order.

An empathic bartender? he thought. Sure, why not?

“One Bloody Mary, and a gin and tonic, please.”

“You’ve got it, Miss Grey.”

The succubus served them, and he followed Ixia to a corner booth. They sat down and nursed their drinks while the lead werewolf grunted through the song. It sounded a bit like angry German.

He sipped at his gin and tonic. “I get the impression you’re a big deal around these parts.”

“Guess so. My family is, at least.”

“Why’s that?”

“It’s because we don’t play by vampire rules. At least, not fully. We’re powerful enough to resist their hexes and chart our own path. That power has earned our place in this world. People both respect and envy us. Some even hate us, but they also know what we can do for them, so they stay on their best behavior when we show up.”

“You do a lot of business with demihumans?”

“Not as much as you’d think.”

“Why not?”

“You’ve seen what we charge people.”

“Hmm.” Clarke shrugged and drank some more.

“It’s not as simple as you might think.” She brushed her hair back over an ear. “Yes, we’re powerful and we can do a lot for the people vampires take advantage of, but there’s a fine line between providing a dash of magical help and drawing a d-hunter to our door.”

“What’s a d-hunter? Your mother mentioned the name as well.”

“It stands for deviant hunter. It’s what the vampires call their frontline enforcers. They’re trained and equipped to kill people like us.”

“Charming.”

“They’re one of the reasons why we mages don’t oppose the vampires more openly, and why we charge such high prices for our services.”

“Because of the risks involved?”

Ixia nodded grimly. “The vampires tolerate our activities, for the most part. But push too hard, and they’ll push back. I’d love to set up shop right here in this booth and spend the next month clearing all their hexes.” She pointed to the crowd. “But all that’ll do is get me and my whole family killed.”

“I get it.” Clarke sipped at his gin and tonic. A pleasant warmth began to spread through his body. “There’s a difference between liking the world we live in and knowing how to survive it.”

“Yeah. Something like that.”

The club fell into a lull as the band prepped for their next song. Their conversation did, too, Ixia’s eyes going distant as her thoughts wandered. Finally, they came back to him.

“You really going to do it?” she asked with an odd, conflicted tenor of eagerness and caution. “Go after the vampires?”

“Yep.”

“Any chance I could convince you not to?”

“Why say that?”

“I don’t know. Because you seem like a decent guy. I … I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“I have the feeling I’m going to be hurt plenty by what’s to come.”

“And you’ll still go through with it?”

“Yep.”

“Why?”

“Because someone has to stop them. Maybe that someone isn’t me, but I won’t know until I try. And I won’t be able to live with myself, knowing what I know now, unless I do.”

“Your chances aren’t great.”

“I know …”

Silence hung over their booth like a dark, foreboding cloud.

The music picked up again, this time slow and serene. Clarke glanced over to find the shirtless singer now in his hybrid form, hairless chest glistening, wolf ears tall as he sang softly.

“Oh, I love this song!” Ixia rose to her feet, their gloomy conversation forgotten. “Dance with me?”

“It would be my pleasure.”

They found an open patch on the dance floor, and she put her arms around his shoulders. He held her by the hips, and they slow-danced their way through the song, each sway drawing them closer until her head rested against his chest.

The song faded toward its soft finale—a sad tale of lost love and missed chances that ended in bitter regret.

Ixia gazed up at him, her eyes wide, lips parted. He bent down and kissed her, and she hugged him tight, his tongue exploring her mouth and her his. She broke their kiss and rested her head upon his chest once more.

“There are private rooms downstairs,” she whispered softly.
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Ixia opened the door to the VIP room with a fob on her keychain. The room featured a minibar, huge television screen, integrated sound system, and a curving sofa so wide and deep it could double as a bed.

In fact, that seemed to be the intent.

Ixia locked the door behind them, and they kissed once more, hands exploring each other’s bodies with greater vigor. Clarke slipped his hands underneath her lace overshirt, and she pulled his shirt free, fingers gliding over his back muscles. They pulled each other’s shirts off as they kissed, leaving him topless and her in her black bra.

He lowered her to the sofa and slid a hand up her inner thigh. She trembled as his fingers drew closer to the heat of her sex, her cheeks flush, chest rising and falling with anticipation. She reached behind her back, unclasped her bra, and tossed it aside. Her round, perky breasts bounced free, nipples hard as stone.

He bent down and took one into his mouth.

“Yes!”

He caressed the hot wetness through her panties, stroking the fabric as he teased her nipple, and she cried out, little gasps of pleasure squeaking out of her mouth. She bit her lower lip, her delicate hands rummaging through his hair, clawing at his back and making him hungry for more.

He pulled her panties down to her ankles, and she slipped one leg out, and then the other. As she did, she held him in her gaze, eyes moist, nervous and yet eager, her pale skin flush. He broke the gaze, kissed one breast, then the other, then down her smooth, flat stomach. As his motions took him down, his desire only went up.

She hiked her skirt up, in sultry invitation, and he took it, kissing one inner thigh, and then the other, before⁠—

“Ah!”

He lapped at her, softly, slowly, tenderly. Her legs trembled around him, hips arching toward him, eager and willing. He pressed into her with his tongue, and she threw her head back.

“More!” she gasped between squeals of delight. “I want all of you!”

He rose from his meal. “Then you shall have it.”

He undid his belt buckle and cast aside his slacks. He didn’t need any encouragement for what came next, and pressed his tip against the hot, dripping mouth between her legs.

“Kiss me when you do it,” she panted. “Please.”

“As you wish.”

He bent down, hand holding the back of her head, and he kissed her once more.

She moaned into his mouth, and moaned louder as he entered her, stretching her wide with his girth. She was so wet, he slid all the way in—down to the root—with the first stroke, but he knew she craved much more.

He hooked his arms underneath her knees, raising and spreading her legs, and then began to slide in and out.

“Fuck!” she cried. He picked up speed, and her breasts shuddered with each deep, full thrust, her arms spread wide in glorious surrender. He pounded her, hard and deep and without mercy, all their earlier tenderness evaporating under the burning heat of their lust.

“I’m close!” she breathed between feverish pants. “Just a little more. Just a—yes!”

She squeezed her eyes shut and squealed through clenched teeth, her legs clamped around him like a vise as the pleasure took her. The orgasm shuddered through her, followed by aftershocks that wracked her body until she fell limp, reduced to a boneless figure on the bed that no longer had the power or will to do anything beyond lay there and accept him into her.

His excitement built, crescendoing deep within his loins until it reached a zenith, and he erupted within her. He buried himself deep within her and filled her up with each exquisite pulse.

His perception of the room changed, heightened. He saw her body spread beneath him but also the intense beating of the magic within her, like the revving of a hotrod engine mixed with floral scents and a gentle rain of petals. Delicate, yet intensely powerful in the same instance.

His own magic touched hers, entered hers, and their energies mingled like two fluids swirling together. He pulled back, but not before a part of her left its mark upon him. He didn’t perceive the difference as sharply as with Brooke—more a knot within the corner of his mind than a new font of strength—but he knew he’d succeeded all the same.

He slipped out of her and settled down on the sofa beside her. A pearly river oozed out from between her legs, pooling on the sheets. It had to be the largest load of his life. An effect of the potion, perhaps?

Her chest rose and fell as he stroked fingers through her hair, then gave her a peck on the cheek. She glanced down at his crotch, still hard despite his recent release, and she turned to him with hungry eyes.

“Again, please,” she uttered breathlessly.


Fifteen


“Another job well done, I see,” Ashley said, accepting the manila envelope from Clarke which contained Hepatica’s instructions for the magic circle. The celestial had driven over to Emma’s apartment upon hearing of his success, despite it being the dead of the night.

“She seemed to think so,” Clarke said.

“Ixia? Or her mother?”

“Both.”

Emma sniggered, which prompted a quick side eye from Ashley. The celestial sighed tiresomely, then opened the envelope and spread its contents on the coffee table. Both she and Emma sat down to review the diagram and detailed instructions.

“Clever,” Emma said after a while.

“Yes,” Ashley agreed quietly, chin resting on a loose fist. “Elegant, too. Do you see this part here? How it uses flows of Scry mixed with Illuminate? I would have never thought of that.”

“Me neither.”

“And then there’s this bit. The circle is already tailored for three focal points. Perfect for you, me, and Clarke. She even thought of that.”

“Worth it, then?” he asked.

“You betcha!” Emma sat back on the sofa. “How long do you think you’ll need to set this up? Two, maybe three days?”

“That sounds about right.” Ashley picked up the diagram. “We could do it faster if all three of us worked together, but three days isn’t bad. Clarke, did your Power Graft work on Ixia?”

“It did. Not really sure what I gained, but it’s there.”

“Then how about this for a plan: I’ll focus on the circle, while you two explore your blood magic more thoroughly. Sound good?”

“Works for me,” Clarke said.

“Me, too.” Emma flashed a scandalous smile. “I like exploring Clarke. Thoroughly.”

Ashley cleared her throat.

“What? I mean in a professional sense. For science.”

“Of course, you did …” The celestial sighed once more. “Clarke, I recommend you focus your attention on one or two spells to become proficient at. Maybe Blood Boil or Daze. Spells that are fast to cast and have a low cost. You may want to try your hand at more advanced magic, but be careful with ones that consume large chunks of vitality like Sacrifice or Scarlet Slash. We don’t want you burning yourself out by accident.”

“Got it. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“At this stage, it’s better for you to have one or two spells you can depend on rather than become a mediocre generalist.” Ashley gathered the documents and stood up. “I’m heading out to the mill.”

“At this hour?”

“Sleep is overrated. I’ll keep you and the others informed of my progress.”
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Monday at the university passed by without incident, though Clarke caught one of his human classmates talking about Professor Heinrich’s sabbatical, to which his human friend replied, “Heinrich who?”

The control spells are already working their magic, he thought, already worming their way through people’s memories. The incident left a dark chill in his mind that didn’t leave until he was back at Emma’s apartment.

They spent the evening studying magic, starting with a review of his spell list. Together, they narrowed down the spells he wanted to focus on and eventually landed on both Blood Freeze and Sacrifice.

Blood Freeze was an attack spell that caused the target’s blood and muscles to solidify, inflicting both damage and paralysis, just as it had in Ashley’s campaign. Like most of the spells in his arsenal, it used his own body for fuel, with the cost being proportional to the size of the target. But since he could heal himself by vanquishing enemies with his thirstblade, and Blood Freeze left them vulnerable to attack, the cost was usually worth it.

Sacrifice was a self-targeted support spell that increased the effectiveness of his next attack. Its variable cost made the spell flexible and dangerous—to his enemies and himself. He could drain himself to within an inch of death if he wasn’t careful, but such a spell would turn his next sword strike into a killing blow against almost anything.

He understood Ashley’s warning about Sacrifice, but the spell was too powerful for him to ignore. If he and the ladies came across a foe that totally outclassed them, they needed some way to fight back, some recourse to even the odds.

And that’s where Sacrifice came into play. It would serve as his trump card.

Emma helped him practice casting Blood Freeze by zipping out to the supermarket and bringing home a few steaks, which served as dummy targets for the spell. And, given their diminutive size, each cast barely taxed him at all. He became lightheaded after two hours of practice, but beyond that hiccup the session went well.

Sacrifice was another matter entirely. The target was himself, and the cost could be varied. At first, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to practice the spell without someone to replenish his vitality from—as he’d done with Brooke during their sparring—but it turned out he could cast the spell while draining no life. The damage bonus from the spell was equally nonexistent, but he could practice the spell in this manner.

He thought of it as something akin to a launch drill for nuclear missiles—going through all the motions up to actually launching the nuke.

Emma grilled the steaks with blue cheese crumbles for dinner, and then offered herself up as dessert. Clarke enjoyed both immensely. She urged him onto his back so that she could ride him, doing all the work for a change. Which he didn’t mind, because casting Blood Freeze so many times consecutively had left him weary.

Her succubus magic coursed through his body as they made love, reinvigorating him, much to their shared delight. The effect wasn’t as strong as a slash from his thirstblade—and impractical for actual combat (for obvious reasons)—but still served to recharge his body’s “batteries” after a hard day’s work.

Tuesday came and went, with the evening filled with more magical practice. He and Emma tried to figure out what ability he’d gained from Ixia, but none of their efforts produced positive results. The strange knot in his mind was there; he could feel its presence and even touch it in a metaphysical sense, but never trigger it. Emma suggested the witch’s magic may have merged with one of his other spells—the same way her magic combined with Power Graft—and that they’d discover which spell in due time.

It was a nice theory, but they had no immediate way to prove or disprove it, which left him wondering what he had gained from Ixia.

Brooke came over for dinner that night⁠—

—and then joined him in bed for dessert.

She brought her gym bag full of “safety equipment” and asked him to bind her arms behind her back and blindfold her before he made love to her. Emma slipped into bed after they finished, and he dozed off with a succubus in one arm and a wolf girl in the other.

Shortly after noon on Wednesday, Clarke and Emma were eating lunch at the food court when they both received a text from Ashley.

It read: Almost done. Should be finished by 6. Meet tonight at the usual spot?

Clarke replied for both of them: We’ll be there.
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Ashley had prepared the circle on a flat section of concrete within the abandoned steel mill. The grimoire sat within an equilateral triangle tipped with three small circles and then encompassed by a thick outer ring filled with runic script. Three beeswax candles in glass jars flickered within the design, and the runes glowed faintly, energized by Ashley’s preparations.

“It’s ready,” she said as they joined her beside the circle.

“And a good evening to you, too,” Emma teased with a smile.

“Yes. Good evening,” Ashley replied without feeling. “Shall we start?”

“What do you need us to do?” Clarke asked.

“We’ll each take a corner.” Ashley indicated the triangle. “Kneel in front of your candle and open yourself up to the circle. I’ll act as the primary focus. You’ll feel me tugging on your magic. Don’t resist; just let it flow out of you naturally.”

“So, basically, we just sit there and let you use our magic to power the circle?”

“Pretty much. Preparing the circle was the hard part. Actually cracking the spell shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.”

“Great!” Clarke said. “Then, let’s get started.”

They took their positions, and Clarke did his best to relax, not sure how this was supposed to feel. Perhaps it would be like his magic mingling with another’s? Like that, but minus the sex?

Ashley closed her eyes and rested her hands on her knees.

“I’m starting. Here goes.”

“Ready,” Emma replied.

Both ladies unfurled their wings—one angelic, the other demonic—their supernatural limbs pushing out through slits in their clothing hidden by seamlines or folds. Ashley’s hairband lifted off her head and tilted until it hovered over her, now a cracked, spinning halo that gradually grew brighter.

The markings in the circle glowed, and Clarke felt the magical equivalent of a magnet tug him downward. He resisted the pull out of reflex, but then relaxed and let the circle drink in his ethereal strength.

A red aura glowed around him, and energy crackled up and down his limbs.

The grimoire shuddered, and Ashley’s brow crinkled in an unspoken question. Was she worried? Had something unusual just happened? The book hissed as if it were sitting on a skillet, and whiffs of green smoke traced upward.

Ashley seemed to settle down after that, and the veil of green energy continued to wisp upward from the book, growing thinner by the minute.

“Almost done,” she said softly. “Just one more layer to⁠—”

The book shuddered again, and then snapped open. A howling wind blasted up from the grimoire, spiraling into a miniature tornado that snuffed out the candles and pulled the runes right off the concrete. Glowing characters swirled above them, and dark lettering vomited up from the book, filling the vortex.

“Is this supposed to happen?” Clarke shouted over the roar of wind and magic.

“No!” Emma replied. “No, it’s not!”

“Get back!” Ashley flapped her wings once and lifted into the air. “Both of you!”

Dark words poured out of the grimoire in a thick stream, filling out the towering shape until it sprouted two long arms, their fingers nothing more than dangling sentences. Runes gathered in two spots high up the torso, forming eyes that burned with green fire, and a green maw opened to reveal ragged word-teeth. Its body ended in a funnel of characters where proper legs would have been.

“Ink wraith!” Emma shouted.

Clarke snapped his blade out to the side and summoned his shield. “Can I kill it?”

“By all means!”

The wraith swiped at Emma with long fingers but missed as she vaulted up into the air, spreading her wings to float near the ceiling.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Clarke spent a portion of his strength. He gathered his magic and cast Blood Freeze on the monster.

Nothing happened.

He blinked, unsure what had gone wrong.

The ink wraith spread its arms and bellowed at him. Tiny words flew from its maw like spittle, and one smacked against Clarke’s face. It read SPITE in all caps. He pinched it off his cheek and flicked it aside.

“No blood in you, huh? Just words?” He raised his sword. “Fine, then. We’ll do this the hard way!”

The wraith clenched a fist. Words traveled along its arm, gathering at the end, growing and solidifying into a black sphere. It roared again, pulled back its arm, and then threw the punch.

Clarke swung his sword to meet it. Blade and fist collided in a flash of scarlet energy, illuminating words like SOLID and HEAVY and STONE. The blade shattered into twinkling splinters, and the wraith swung into Clarke’s chest. His shield flashed, and he flew back, tumbling across the concrete.

“Careful!” Emma shouted. “It can adapt!”

“Thanks for the warning,” Clarke groaned, rising to his feet.

“But it can’t all change at once!” Ashley added, flapping her wings.

The wraith glared up at the two winged women, then began to float up toward them. The balled-up fist stretched, forming something new.

Clarke summoned a new sword and sprinted toward the wraith with fury in his eyes. He cut through the creature’s slender tail, and words burned across the arc of his blade. New words slid into place to close the wound, and the creature ascended toward the angel and succubus, ignoring the threat on the ground.

Clarke cast Fly—which might as well have been called Float at his level of mastery—and kicked off the floor with leg muscles enhanced by werewolf magic. He shot up at the monster and plunged the thirstblade into its back. More words flashed away into crinkling embers, and the wraith screeched. This wound didn’t close quite as fast, and words like PAIN and AGONY bled through the gash.

Its eyes closed and reopened on its back, burning bright with rage, and its mouth split open into a maw so chillingly stretched it would have looked unnatural on any other creature. Clarke kicked off the monster, barely escaping a quick snap of its ragged word-teeth. He floated over to a raised walkway, caught the railing, and steadied himself on the rusted perch.

The wraith snatched at him, and words like ROPE and WHIP curled around his legs. Clarke only managed a quick “Oh shit!” before the creature yanked him off and threw him to the ground.

He crashed shoulder-first into a ruined, hulking machine, leaving a Clarke-shaped dent as his shield fizzled away. He pushed a crumpled panel aside and climbed back to his feet.

“You okay?” Emma called out.

“Never better,” he grunted, shaking his head to banish the stars dancing across it.

The wraith bled letters from its new wound, and words dripped off its body, vanishing in brief flashes. He’d hurt it, but it was still in this fight.

The wraith floated higher and spread its arms. Words within its torso clumped together into a solid line and then spun in a circle, almost like propeller blades, faster and faster until they blurred. The wind slammed Ashley against the wall. Her wings dispersed into a shower of feathers, and she fell, but not before the wraith darted forward, clasping her head with long fingers and then catapulting her toward the ground.

She slammed into a silo with a sickening crunch.

“Ash!” Emma dove to help her friend.

The wraith descended toward the two women, its arms forming a pair of huge, worded scythes.

Clarke jumped off the machine and dashed in their direction, but he instantly saw the wraith would reach them first. Emma had her back turned to the creature, arms reaching for her fallen friend.

He needed to do something, and fast.

His mind raced, flashing through all the spells he and Emma had discussed, not just the ones they’d practiced.

He needed to stop the disaster unfolding before his eyes.

He needed to kill that thing.

And he needed to do it now. From here.

A spell came to mind.

Unmastered, but possible.

The potential rested within him.

He only needed to seize it.

He focused his energy, consumed a part of himself, and cast Scarlet Slash. He snarled as he swung his sword, which blazed bright, leaving a glowing gash through empty air.

An identical line cut through the wraith, and it howled. Sentences burned across the gash, and the monster collapsed to the ground in a swirling, writhing mass of words and magic.

Clarke’s head swam from the expenditure. He staggered as he sprinted forward, and almost lost his footing, but gritted his teeth and righted himself. He charged at the abomination with renewed fury, sword held low, and cut a vicious groove in one side of the creature and out the other.

The mass oozed outward, leaking, fading, dissolving until only a smear of chalk remained on the floor.

Clarke stumbled forward and dropped to one knee. He turned sharply to see Emma crowding the spot where Ashley had fallen, her black wings obscuring his view.

“Ashley!” He grabbed the side of a cart and hauled himself upright. “Ashley!”

“Yes?”

The calm nonchalance of the angel’s response stunned him into silence. Emma backed away, her face filled with surprise, as Ashley stepped out of the crack in the silo. Her clothes were torn in several places, and her halo had darkened to a deep gray.

But she didn’t seem to have a scratch on her.

“Are you all right?” Emma asked, looking her over.

Ashley patted herself down before examining the rips in her clothes.

“Yes, I believe so,” she said at last.

“Are you even hurt?” Clarke asked, making his way over to them on wobbly legs.

“No, I appear to be fine.”

“How’d that happen?”

“Well, I—” The angel looked up at the ceiling, then back at where she’d landed. “I’m not sure.”

Clarke turned to Emma, but the succubus shrugged.

“Beats me, Clarke. I guess Ash is tougher than she looks!”

“So it would seem.” The angel sounded curious about the matter herself.

“Well, I’m glad both of you ladies are all right. What the hell was that, anyway?”

“An ink wraith,” Emma explained. “A surprisingly advanced creature for someone like Heinrich. The book must have been boobytrapped with a summoning spell layered underneath the Concealment.”

“You mean, like how that hellhound showed up when we swiped the grimoire?”

“Yes.” Ashley grabbed her halo and fitted it back in place as a hairband. “A well-hidden trap, too. All of us, Hepatica included, missed it.”

Clarke wiped his brow. “I guess it’s too late to ask for a refund.”

“You okay there?” Emma placed a hand on his shoulder. “You look a bit woozy.”

“I’ll be fine. That last spell knocked the wind out of me, is all.”

Ashley picked up the grimoire and flipped it open. “Surprise monster aside, we have what we came for. Some of the book is now readable.”

“Only some?” Clarke asked.

“The summoning interrupted our circle.” Ashley ran her fingers over the open page. “But the good news is the spell’s been greatly weakened. I can break through the rest.”

“Better be careful with that,” Emma said, letting her wings and tail shrink into nothingness. “Heinrich may have left more than one surprise.”

“Hmm. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to err on the side of caution.” Ashley clapped the book shut and looked up. “Clarke, mind if I borrow you for the night?”


Sixteen


Clarke wasn’t sure what he expected the apartment of an angel to look like, but its plain, spartan nature caught him off guard. The interior didn’t strike him as something a person actually lived in. It felt off, in the same way the showcase home for a real-estate development didn’t quite line up with a genuine lived-in space.

The apartment was furnished and impeccably clean. Everything was perfectly spaced, angled orthogonally, and devoid of clutter.

He grimaced as he closed the door behind them.

“Make yourself at home,” Ashley said, setting the grimoire down on her desk. “I appreciate you spending the night, but I expect this to be a boring exercise in caution.”

“Thanks. Mind if I grab a bite from your fridge? I’m starving! I feel like I haven’t eaten all day.”

“Your body needs to recover from the magic you cast, and since the wraith didn’t possess a conventional lifeforce, your thirstblade failed to replenish you.”

“Right. Figured it was something like that.”

He made his way to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, then the freezer.

“Ashley?” he called out. “Your fridge has nothing but ice in it.”

“Sorry. I’m not used to entertaining guests.”

“It’s all right. I can place a delivery order. How’s pizza sound? Maybe Papa Johns?”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You sure?”

“It’s fine, Clarke. Order whatever you like.”

“All right.”

He pulled out his phone and put together an order for a large pepperoni pizza on the app. His stomach grumbled at him, so he added a large cheese pizza and sent the order.

“Pizza’s on its way.” He left the kitchen and rounded the corner. “I ordered plenty, including one with no meat, so you’re welcome to—whoa!”

“Yes?” Ashley looked up from the grimoire, completely naked with wings folded along her back, cracked halo turning gently over her head. An orb of light hovered above her desk in lieu of a reading lamp, casting its warm glow over her pale, perfect skin and the firm swell of her breasts.

“Uh …”

“Is something wrong?” She tilted her head as if confused.

“Why’d you take your clothes off?”

“We’re not in public anymore,” she replied, as if that explained everything.

“Okay. And?”

“And what? I’m more comfortable this way.” She returned her attention to the grimoire as if she’d explained herself adequately.

“Okay.” He let out his breath and walked past her. “Never mind me. Just going to sit down on your couch and try my best to ignore the stirring in my pants.”

“You’re welcome to strip down as well.”

“No, I think that would make it worse.”

“Whatever you feel works best.” She flipped to the next page.

Clarke dropped onto the couch and waited for his pizza to arrive, occasionally stealing glances at Ashley, which led him to conclude that—no—she was not trying to flirt with him. She was engrossed in the book, which meant her nakedness was not an invitation, no matter how much the bulge in his pants disagreed.

He found the wait to be an interesting exercise in restraint. He’d grown accustomed to a predictable sequence of events when a beautiful, naked woman was nearby, and this did not fit.

“Ashley?” he asked after the pizza failed to arrive on time.

“Yes?”

“I’ve been wondering about something you said recently. About a night with you being potentially fatal.”

“That’s right, which is why I have refrained from making advances toward you.”

“Right.” He glanced at her naked backside. “Because that’s exactly what you’re doing.”

“It’s better this way.”

“I’m curious more than anything else. Why is it dangerous?”

She looked up from the book and turned on the stool to face him.

“Honestly, Clarke? I don’t know.”

“Then how do you know it’s dangerous?”

“I just do.” Her gaze lowered, and her halo dimmed. “If I could explain it better, I would. But I can’t.”

“Because of the holes in your memory?”

“That’s not quite how I’d put it. A hole would indicate something is missing or was removed. This is different. It’s more like … I’ve been disconnected from some other part of myself.”

“Because of this?” He pointed at the space above his head.

“Perhaps.” She smiled sadly at him. “I know the way I act makes you and the others uncomfortable at times. I wish I could put your worries at ease by telling you why I’m this way, but I don’t even know myself.”

“That’s got to be tough.”

“It is.” She sighed. “There are so many things I don’t understand. About you and the others, about the world, about the people all around me. I know I have difficulty relating to you and the others, that I sometimes come across as cold and clinical. Please believe that I don’t do it on purpose. It’s just I find people confusing, and I’m simply doing the best I can.”

“Aren’t we all? Making our way through life the best we can, I mean.”

“There’s truth in that, but are you confused about yourself? I am. That’s the hardest part for me. I can deal with questions and uncertainty on the outside, but here?” She placed a hand on her chest. “Here, I should feel certainty, and I don’t.”

“You know enough. You know evil when you see it and have heart enough to do something about it.”

“You’re right. I do feel a strong sense of purpose, even if the details aren’t clear. There is great injustice here, and I must fight it. Almost as if I’m compelled to. But I have no way to fight it.”

“Which is where we come in,” he said with a grin.

“Yes, and all our actions gladden me. They really do, yours especially. We’ve asked a lot of you in a short time, and you’ve really stepped up to the challenge. You’ve become an integral part of this team, whether you realize it or not.”

“You really think so?”

“I do. Broken Fang wouldn’t be the same without you, and I can’t thank you enough.”

The doorbell rang, and he rose from the couch. He cracked open the door and crowded the entrance to protect Ashley’s privacy.

Not that she seemed to care.

He paid for the pizza and included a good tip despite the late delivery.

“You sure you don’t want some?” he asked, setting the two pizzas down on the dinner table.

She opened her mouth to respond, but then paused and seemed to reconsider her response.

“I’ll have a bite, thank you.”

She joined him at the table and selected the thinnest slice of cheese pizza.

“Do you need to eat?” he asked.

“I … don’t think so?”

“Sorry. Are my questions making you uncomfortable?”

“No. I just wish I could answer them better. So many questions. Who am I, really, and why am I here? So many questions; so few answers.”

“We have answers enough, I’d say.” He raised a slice as if making a toast. “And we have pizza.”

She gave him a genuine smile. “We do, indeed.”

They ate in silence for a time, and Clarke worked his way through his entire pepperoni pizza, astonished by the size of his appetite. He started on the cheese pizza before Ashley finished her first slice.

Clarke studied the angel as he ate: her flawless skin, the golden silk of her hair, the perfect symmetry of her face.

If angels exist, he wondered, then …

“Ashley, do devils exist?”

“I’m not sure. I know I came from another plane of existence; I have a clear memory of the Transplanar Hex disrupting my transit. Logically then, other planes can exist. But what they or their inhabitants are like, I couldn’t say. Does one of them fit some definition of Hell? Do its denizens resemble mythical devils? Perhaps. Mythology’s roots stem from reality, as you have so recently learned.”

He laughed. “Yeah, no kidding!”

“It’s a good question. Like so many others, I wish I had a better answer.”

“That’s all right. Just curious.”

Clarke ate all but Ashley’s one narrow slice and felt like he could eat even more—but also felt that might have been pushing it. He cleaned up the pizza boxes as Ashley returned to her studies.

“You pulling an all-nighter?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Want me to stay up with you and keep watch?”

“No, it’s all right. Rest and regain your strength. I’ll wake you if I need anything.”

“All right. Then I guess I’ll grab a shower and crash on the couch.”

“You’re free to use the bed, if you like.”

“Thanks. I’ll do that.”

The shower hadn’t seen much use. The shampoo bottle was full, and the bar of soap was still in its box. Likewise, the bed was either perfectly made or hadn’t seen a warm body in ages. He pulled the covers free and slipped beneath them.

He drifted into a deep sleep almost immediately.

His dreams were filled with winged women and their firm, buoyant breasts.
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Clarke’s phone woke him up. He groped around for it in the morning gloom, found it, and brought it to his ear.

“Hello?” he murmured.

“Morning, Sexy!”

“Hey, Emma. What’s up?”

“Just calling to check in on you two. How’d it go last night?”

“Fine, I guess, but I haven’t spoken to her this morning. Did you know she walks around her place naked?”

“Yep!”

“And you didn’t think to tell me?”

“Why ruin the surprise? She try to seduce you?”

“No, we just talked about her feelings over pizza.”

“Aww.” She sounded disappointed.

“You heard her. Sex with her might kill me.”

“I remember. But if anyone can survive a night with a celestial, it’s you.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, but I’m playing it safe.”

“Don’t rule it out. Power Graft with her could be out of this world, and who knows? She might benefit from the experience. All that banging might dislodge some of her memories.”

Clarke blurted out a laugh.

“Oh, come on! You don’t seriously believe that! You want me to try fucking away her amnesia? That’d never work! That’s like something you’d find in a cheesy harem novel!”

“Don’t knock it until you try it.”

“Yeah, yeah. In your dreams, Emma.”

“Actually, you laugh, but I have had dreams like that. When I first met her, her habit of roaming her apartment naked sent me all the wrong signals!”

“I can imagine.”

Nubile angel disrobes next to horny succubus, he thought. Yes, that’ll paint a picture.

“Carnal curiosity aside,” Emma said, “I wanted to check up on you, see how you’re feeling.”

“Pretty good. I was starving and a little lightheaded yesterday, but I feel fine now.”

“You going to make it to class today?”

“I should. Data Structures doesn’t start until ten.”

“All right. In that case, I’ll see you then.”

“See you, Emma.”

She made a kissy sound over the phone and closed the call.

Clarke got dressed and found Ashley at her desk. As far as he could tell, she hadn’t moved an inch the whole night.

“Good morning,” he said, walking over.

“It is most definitely a good morning.”

“Oh?”

“We now have the information we need. Here, look.” She shifted the grimoire over and flipped to one of several bookmarks she’d added. “According to Heinrich’s notes, there are only two other vampires on campus, and now we know who they are: Jayden Rost and Gretchen Plainsborough, the head football coach and head librarian, respectively.”

“Interesting. Etcoff was an archivist at the library, right? Makes sense for her master to be hiding within the same organization.”

“Agreed. We don’t have anything conclusive to back up Rost as a vampire, but Emma and I have been keeping our eyes on one of the assistant coaches as a potential thrall. That’s circumstantial evidence, to be sure, but it lines up with Heinrich’s notes.”

“What else did he have on his rivals?”

“Various pieces of intelligence he’d gathered over the years. Force estimates, magical profiles, and the like. Rost and Plainsborough are older risen, thirty years at least and perhaps in the fifties for Plainsborough. That makes them substantially more dangerous than Heinrich, both in raw power and experience. They also have more thralls and familiars at their command than Heinrich did.”

“What about their magic?”

“Plainsborough comes out on top there. She has a strong affinity for fire spells. Rost is also a competent mage, but his repertoire consists mostly of support buffs. Still dangerous, especially if we need to face his minions.”

“He can make them stronger and tougher?”

“Pretty much.”

“You think Rost had Etcoff eliminated?”

“That seems the most reasonable explanation.”

“Then Plainsborough must already be looking for a way to stick the knife in.”

“Of that, I’m less sure.” Ashley flipped to a different bookmark. “Of the three vampires, Plainsborough is the most powerful. She’s the oldest, wields the most powerful magic, and commands the most thralls. CCU’s library might as well be her fortress. Yes, she lost a thrall, but I’m not sure that’s enough to instigate a full-scale reprisal from her.”

“She might be viewing Rost as a nuisance instead of a threat? A lesser vampire nipping at her heels?”

“Or she considers Etcoff an acceptable loss for some gain we’re not aware of. Both Rost and Plainsborough are surely moving to claim Heinrich’s old holdings. We know about the self-storage lair, but there are possibly others. Plainsborough may have seized one and lost Etcoff in the process.”

“We really don’t know how the fight is shaking out, then.”

“Not without inserting ourselves into the situation more aggressively.”

Clarke crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “So, can we use this to our advantage?”

“Absolutely, but not on its own. We’ll need to rile up either vampire, and preferably both. To do that, we’ll need more detailed intelligence. Fortunately, we now have Heinrich’s list of their thralls. Even if that list isn’t complete, it does let us focus our efforts. I can accomplish some of our surveillance with careful use of Scrying, but I should also pull Sammy into this.”

“A bit of slime girl reconnaissance?”

“Exactly. You haven’t seen her use this ability yet, but she can masquerade as other people, given enough concentration and prep time.”

“Same as she could back in your campaign?”

“The same. And now that we have a list of thralls …”

“You want to snoop on them?”

“More or less.”

“Sounds dangerous.”

“It is, and there’s only so much support we can provide her.”

“She okay sticking her neck out like that?”

“That question’s best left for her, but I’m confident the answer will be yes.”

“Why’s that?”

“Sammy is …” Ashley let out a sad sigh and looked up. “She has her own reasons for hating the vampires.”
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The entire team met at the mill that Thursday night. Ashley laid out all the new information while Sammy and the others listened intently. Once that task was complete, they began to put together plans to recon the two remaining factions on campus.

“I’ll do it,” Sammy stated without hesitation.

“Are you sure?” Clarke asked. “Brooke and I will stage ourselves as close as we can, but if trouble breaks out, you’re going to be on your own until we arrive.”

“I appreciate your concern, but if this is going to work, then it’s got to be me. I’ll do it.”

Clarke swept his gaze across the others and saw they were all in agreement.

“Then it’s settled,” Ashley said at last. “I’ll spend the next few days probing the factions with Scry. The library seems to be the best place to start, since we suspect it’ll be tougher to provoke Plainsborough. Once I’ve hit a dead end, we’ll shift to Sammy with Clarke and Brooke nearby as backup.”

Sammy flashed a thumbs-up.

“Great.” Ashley rose from her bucket-chair. “I’ll get started as soon as I’m home.”

Clarke pushed off the ground and dusted his butt off. He was about to leave when Sammy said:

“Hey, hold up.”

Everyone else stopped and faced the slime girl.

“Not you, Ash,” Sammy said with an apologetic smile. “Just the others.”

“Is something wrong?” Ashley asked.

“No.” Sammy stuffed gloved hands into her pockets. “Everything’s fine. I just need a word with the others.”

Ashley’s eyes darted across the group in search of an answer. Clarke gave her a shrug, and she replied with her own.

“If you say so.”

The angel left without another word.

“What’s up?” Clarke asked once it was the four of them. “You not happy with the plan?”

“No, nothing like that. The plan’s great.” Sammy shook a clenched fist. “We’re closer than ever to kicking the vampires out of CCU. So close, I can taste it!”

“Then what’s wrong?”

“No-o-o-othin’.” She looked down and kicked a stray pebble. It bounced across the concrete and plinked against the sheet metal wall.

“Sounds like something’s amiss.”

Brooke’s ears were perked with curiosity, while Emma was trying and failing to hide her grin.

“Well, you see, Clarke, things are getting serious here.” Sammy kept her eyes down and swung her leg back and forth like a pendulum. “We’re about to instigate a feud between two vampires that make Heinrich look like a chump. We either bring our A game to the table or we call it quits and take our winnings home. You know what I’m saying?”

“I … think so?”

“Our team needs to be in top form. Top form. And we need to be doing everything we can to attain that … uh, topness of form. You hear me?”

“I hear you.”

“Our ship needs to be at battle stations. All pilots to their fighters. Shields up and missile tubes loaded.”

“Okay?”

“Any preparation we can make that’s within our power to make—and is within reason and everyone’s consent, mind you—we should make.”

“Sammy, are you asking if you can have sex with me?”

“No!” she blurted, eyes sweeping up to meet his. “I’m mean, ye-e-es. But only if you’re okay with it.”

“So, you’re only asking me if I’ll have sex with you on the condition I’m willing to say yes?”

“Yes!” She paused, her eyes darting back and forth. “I mean, no! I’m asking you, but my asking is not preconditioned on the condition of your answer. Does that make sense?”

“Sort of.”

“Uh, why is this so hard?!” Sammy glanced over at Emma. “I should have gone with your suggestion.”

“Yes, you should have.”

“Okay!” Sammy spread her arms. “I’m starting over and going with the succubus’ plan. Clarke?”

“Yes, Sammy?”

“Do you like big boobs?”

“What sort of question is that?”

“A very important one. Do you like big boobs?”

“Well, yes, I suppose I am partial to more generous curves.”

“How about build? What’s your preference? Slender or curvy?”

“I’d say both have their charms.”

“You need to pick one. It’s important.”

“Curvy, then.”

“Okay, how about hair? Got a favorite color?”

“Sammy, what’s this about?”

“Pick. A. Color.”

“Fine,” he sighed. “I suppose I’ve always had a thing for redheads.”

“Ooh!” Emma nudged Brooke. “We could try dying our hair!”

“That might work for you, but have you ever seen a werewolf with dyed hair?”

“No.”

“There’s a reason for that.”

“How about style?” Sammy continued. “Long or short? Ponytails, pigtails, Princess Leia buns? The sky’s the limit.”

Clarke placed a hand on his hip and grimaced at her.

“On second thought, never mind,” Sammy said quickly. “I’ll pick out the rest for you.”

“Would you please tell me what this is about?”

“Sure, sure, I’m getting to that.” She stood a little straighter and squared her shoulders. “Here’s my proposal. I’m going to prepare myself for a chill evening with you based on your specifications. Food and entertainment will be provided, and we will cap off the evening with Power Graft.”

Clarke glanced over at the succubus, who was nearly bouncing on her heels with excitement.

“This was my idea,” she told him, like a proud mother showing off her weird-ass baby.

“I can tell.”

“Are you, um …” Sammy cleared her throat. “What do you think, Clarke? You okay with this?”

He turned to Brooke, who wagged her tail happily.

“You’re my alpha, and Sammy is absolutely one of us. I’m only surprised it took her this long to ask.”

Clarke nodded. He’d expected both Emma and Brooke to be fine with this, but it didn’t hurt to check. Dating demihumans didn’t follow the normal rules, but being respectful to his girlfriend—or girlfriends, as the case happened to be—was important to him.

“Well?” Sammy shrugged with hopeful shoulders. “What do you say?”

“I say yes.” He smiled at her warmly. “I would love to hang out with you.”


Seventeen


Clarke headed over to Sammy’s place that Saturday, arriving a little before six. Ashley was still probing the library with Scrying spells, so he and Sammy could afford to take the evening off from Broken Fang duties.

He’d expected an apartment—an upscale one, given what Sammy drove to school—but when he arrived, he had to check the address.

And then he checked it again.

He hadn’t expected a house.

And he most certainly hadn’t expected a sprawling two-story mansion with a massive, gated yard and its own turnabout. The address checked out and the gate stood open, so he drove in and parked his car next to what he assumed was Sammy’s Z4 roadster.

He exited his humble vehicle and walked up to the front door, feeling underdressed. Only a few windows across the bottom floor showed light, though, and he wondered how many people lived with Sammy. The mansion featured an expansive garage along its left wing, but the roadster and her Kawasaki bike were the only other vehicles in sight.

He tapped the doorbell.

Sammy greeted him at the front door, though it took him a moment to realize it was her. She was taller now, with a fuller figure and a long braid of red hair that reached down to her hips. Her face had remained the same, and she wore a cozy turtleneck, skirt, and stockings. All three bore overlapping splotches of color as if she’d been splattered with paint in an act of exuberant drive-by artistry. She also wore a pair of leather gloves, leaving her covered from the chin down.

“Hey there!”

“Evening, Sammy. You look great.”

“Thanks!” She ran a hand down her generous curves. “I spent a lot of time getting it right.” She gave her hips a firm pat. “Glad you appreciate it!”

“I do. You really do look fantastic. May I come in?”

“Sure, sure!” She eased the door aside, and he stepped into the foyer.

This place is so big it needs a foyer, he thought as he looked around. Twin curving staircases led up to a second-floor balcony.

“What a place.”

“So, um, as you can see, the family’s rich.” She gave him an apologetic shrug. “We got our money in real estate, which is why the parents decided to loan me this place while I’m going to school.”

“Who else lives here?”

“Just me.”

His eyebrows shot up. “You live here all alone?”

“Mostly. Housekeeping and maintenance stop by once a week, but other than that, I’m on my own.”

“Don’t you ever get lonely?”

“No more than if I lived in an apartment.”

“But this place is massive! Even in an apartment, you can sometimes hear your neighbors.”

“Well, here I can crank my music as loud as I want. Besides, I barely use a fifth of the place. Most of it just sits there, empty.”

“A fifth.” He shook his head in disbelief.

“Would you like a tour? We’ve got some time before dinner arrives.”

“Sure!”

Sammy stuck to the first floor as she led him through one of the building’s wings. The first room she showed off was her digital art studio, equipped with a central computer station and both 2D and 3D printers. The walls were covered with fantastical landscapes, portraits, and creatures along with printed sculptures cluttering the shelves.

“You’re studying to be an artist?” he asked.

“Yep, that’s me. I’ve always had this itch in me, this desire to create. Plus, it’s not something my parents can just hand to me. I have to earn my way to becoming a great artist.”

“Sounds like you’ve given it some thought.”

“It’s because I have. I’m an only child, and my parents sometimes confuse raising me with throwing money my way. They love me, don’t get me wrong, and I love them back. But sometimes they don’t get that I want to earn my way in the world.”

“Makes sense to …”

A series of digital paintings caught Clarke’s eye. They featured demihuman males in various states of undress, sometimes in the same picture, sometimes kissing.

“Whoops!” Sammy bolted past him and yanked down the most explicit picture. She crumpled it up and tossed it into a waste can. “Forgot to take those down.”

“You dabble in a bit of yaoi art?”

“Sometimes.” Her skin reddened and the shade of her hair deepened to a rich cherry. “When the mood strikes me.”

“You didn’t have to throw it away, you know.”

“It’s fine. I can always print out a new one.”

She showed him the bedroom next.

“For when the mood strikes us,” she said with an exaggerated waggle of her eyebrows. “Also, pregnancy won’t be a concern tonight.”

“Slimes and humans aren’t compatible?”

“No, you’re perfectly capable of knocking me up, but I’ll keep that from happening. I have a womb of sorts, but I also have precise control over what fluids reach which parts of me.” She shrugged. “Can’t have a baby if the sperm never meets the egg.”

“Got it. Good to know.”

He returned his attention to the room.

The shelves were stocked to overflowing with plushies: Pokémon, Digimon, Monster Hunter, generic fantasy monsters, and many others. There were even a few body pillows in the mix, all featuring video game characters, some not entirely in their costumes. Clarke spotted one with Ignis from Final Fantasy XV wearing an apron and nothing else. The caption read: I’ve come up with a new recipe … for love!

He was almost certain the other side of the pillow would feature Ignis’ naked butt.

Sammy chuckled nervously. “Pretend you didn’t see that.”

“See what?”

“Yes! Just like that.”

She showed off her anime and manga collection next, which filled an entire walk-in closet larger than his old apartment.

“Behold!” She spread her arms theatrically. “Tonight’s entertainment!”

“Oh, wow.” Clarke looked around. “Where do I even start?”

“You like anime?”

“Sure, who doesn’t?”

“Good answer!” She circled the room, fingers drumming across the spines. “Everything is in alphabetical order except for those.” She pointed to shelves painted red and plastered with adult content warnings. “I keep the hentai separate, lest it contaminate the more innocent shows.”

Clarke nodded thoughtfully. He’d never seen that much porn in one place before.

A few disc cases were open on the central table. He picked up one and read the title.

“That Time I Got Reincarnated as a Slime. Can’t say that I’ve seen this one.”

“I didn’t care for it. Very inaccurate! Didn’t help me at all.”

“Help with what?”

“Don’t worry about it.” She made a shooing gesture. “It’s not important. Come on, let’s pick out our movie.”

“Sure, um.” He looked around, not sure where to begin. “Maybe a little help here?”

“What are you in the mood for? Sci-fi? Fantasy? Action? Romcom? Something serious? Something funny? I’ve got movies for all tastes.”

“How about … what’s your favorite movie of all time?”

“That’s easy. Dirty Pair: Project Eden. It’s my go-to movie when I want something light, fun, and action-packed. It never fails to put a smile on my face.”

“I’ve never seen it. Let’s go with that, then.”

“Perfect!” She knew where the case was without looking and pulled it out. “I’ll get the theater set up.”
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The mansion’s architect had a different definition for “home theater” than most people. The screen was an interlocked array of HDTVs that took up the entire wall, and the seating could be changed out depending on the number of guests and whether they were eating and watching at the same time. It was currently set up with a single large, half-circle booth and table.

Dinner arrived, delivered by a skinny elf girl in a Doordash uniform who needed multiple trips to drop off all the food. Clarke helped Sammy haul the half-dozen bags over to the theater. They unpacked the meal, laying out multiple trays of nigiri and rolled sushi, a plate of gyoza dumplings and takoyaki balls, edamame, seaweed salads, a big bowl of shoyu ramen, another heaping portion of pork cutlets over rice, plus one small bowl of miso soup, almost as an afterthought.

Clarke eyed the impressive spread like a climber gazing up at the slopes of a looming Mount Everest. He was hungry, but not this hungry!

“Don’t worry,” Sammy said, collecting the plastic bags. “I didn’t forget dessert. There’s plenty in the fridge.”

“Plenty, you say.”

“And I know what you’re thinking. How’s a big eater like me maintain a figure like this?”

“Well, I’d be lying if I said the thought never crossed my mind.”

“It all comes down to calories. A slime girl’s got to keep up her strength, and morphing burns a lot of energy. Even more than Brooke needs when she wolfs out.”

“Hadn’t thought of that. Does holding a form take a lot of effort?”

“Not really. You can think of it like holding a pose. It’s the actual morphing that wears me out the most. On a training day, I can go through ten thousand calories, easy!”

“What sort of training?”

“Vampire killing, of course.” She flashed a fiendish grin. “Brooke and I spar to hone our fighting edge or try out new techniques.”

“I didn’t realize that.”

“You’re welcome to join us any time.”

“I may take you up on that.” He smiled. “In fact, I think I will. Won’t hurt for us to become more familiar with each other’s fighting styles and capabilities.”

“Hell, yeah!” Sammy pumped the air. “Watch out, you bloodsuckers! Here we come!”

Her enthusiasm coaxed a laugh out of him.

She started the movie, and they settled in for dinner. Clarke began with the miso soup while Sammy horked down the entire bowl of ramen in one long, continuous gulp.

“Ah!” she sighed, slapped the empty bowl down. “That hit the spot!”

“Wow. You’d wipe the floor at any eating contest on the planet!”

“You’d think, but most competitions bar slimes and other demihumans with big appetites.” She stared into the empty bowl as if deep in thought, then cringed. “Whoops! Sorry! Did you want ramen, too? I can order more.”

He chuckled. “Don’t worry; you’re fine. I’m going to have some sushi after I finish my soup.”

“Okay. Whew!” She mimed wiping sweat off her brow. “I’m not used to having guests. Don’t want you to think I’m being rude or something.”

“It’s all right, Sammy. Really.”

She replied with a smile, then dragged the pork cutlet bowl over. “I know you might not think it, but I’m actually savoring this meal.”

“Uh …” His eyes darted over to the empty ramen bowl. “You are?”

“Sure am! On super-active days, I just shove the food in and let it dissolve. Don’t even bother to chew or swallow. Here, I’ll show you.”

She grabbed a dumpling with her chopsticks, stretched her turtleneck down low enough to show off her enhanced cleavage, then pushed the dumpling through her sternum.

Or where a regular human’s sternum would be; he wasn’t sure how Sammy’s skeleton worked, or if she even had one.

The dumpling sank beneath her skin, and she let go of her collar.

“Like that. I just take my shirt off and start shoving food in. That method is faster, but I prefer to taste my food.” She picked up the cutlet bowl, but then she paused and set it back down. “Clarke, am I weirding you out?”

“Why would you think that?”

“Because I’m, well … I’m less human than your average demihuman.”

“You’re wondering if that bothers me?”

“Yeah, guess so.” She tilted her head. “Does it?”

“Not in the slightest,” he replied honestly. “First of all, my ‘weirding out’ tolerance has been increased substantially by recent events. And second, everyone has their quirks, me included. Yours are just more unique than most, and there’s nothing wrong with that.”

“Okay, good! Whew!”

“Do I really make you this nervous?”

“It’s not you, Clarke, it’s …”

“Yes?”

Sammy frowned and sat in silence for long seconds, then she grabbed the remote and muted the movie.

“Clarke, can I be honest with you?”

“Always.”

“I’m scared.” She stole a quick glance his way. “About tonight.”

“Why would you be scared?”

“Because of what I am.”

“You mean because you’re a slime?”

She nodded slowly. He waited, quiet and attentive, for her to build up enough courage to continue.

“What do you know about my family?”

“Just what you’ve told me. That they’re rich and you’re an only child.”

“There’s more to it than that. I’m also the only demihuman in my family.”

“Were you adopted?”

“No, my mom pushed me out the old-fashioned way.”

“Then how could your parents not be slimes?”

“I’m not sure. It has something to do with recessive traits—both genetic and magical. The right factors came together, and here I am.” She shrugged. “Emma could probably give you a better answer, but the important part is my parents both see only what the hexes allow them to see.”

“They don’t know you’re a slime.”

“Yeah. Which is bad enough by itself, but it gets worse. I started … changing during puberty. Can you imagine that? My body was changing in all sorts of ways, and no one could provide the answers I needed. Not my teachers, not the dozens of doctors who examined me, and certainly not my parents.

“I broke my bones all the time back then. Everyone assumed I’d developed some type of degenerative bone disease, but the doctors only made things worse. They would see things that didn’t make sense—like my blood turning into a pink sludge—and they would forget! I would show them some new symptom, and they would nod and take dutiful notes, but then forget all about it an hour later!

“I didn’t know what to do, couldn’t make sense of what was happening. I thought I was going insane! Was I imagining these things? Was I sick in both my body and my head? I felt trapped, and there was no one I could turn to for help.

“I eventually figured it out on my own. One day, I had a nasty tumble down the stairs. The worst I’d ever had. Broke pretty much everything there was to break. But it didn’t hurt, and that was the strangest part. My mind latched on to that fact, even as they rushed me to the hospital.

“I started to experiment, to test the limits of my body. One day, I turned my hand, over and over and over until my wrist looked like a spiral of pink Play-Doh. And then I managed to return it to normal without untwisting it. I learned a lot while I sat ‘recovering’ in that bed, but most importantly of all, I figured out why medical science had failed so spectacularly with me.

“It’s because I wasn’t sick in the first place. That’s when it hit me.”

“What did?”

“The realization that I was a monster.”

She laughed, but it was a sad, joyless sound.

“You’re not a monster.” Clarke tried to put his arm around her shoulders, but she held up a hand, and he stopped.

“I know you mean well, but there’s more, and you should hear it before you touch me.”

“All right.” He settled back on his side of the booth. “Go on, then.”

“My parents visited me at the hospital often, but it was my dad who saw me most. He was scheduled to spend a month in France for business meetings, but he canceled the whole thing. Can you believe it? Just like that! I saw him every day. He’d hold my hand during the day and give me a kiss before he headed home. Some nights, he’d stay in my room, a blanket draped over his legs, just trying to comfort me with his presence.”

Sammy took a deep breath to gather herself.

“I didn’t realize until later that I was slowly killing him, that my very presence is a poison.” She laughed again, cold and jaded. “You know the phrase, ‘you make me sick’? Well, I’m its poster child. I couldn’t control the toxins back then, didn’t even know they existed, and my father grew deathly ill because of them. Until one day he collapsed in my room.”

“Did he …?”

“He began to recover once we were separated. The doctors thought they were protecting me from whatever he had. Except the opposite was true.”

She turned to him, eyes moist, trails of pink fluid running down her cheeks.

“I almost killed my own father. Out of ignorance! Because no one knew what was happening to me. Because vampires have brainwashed the whole fucking planet! They hurt me, hurt my family, and I will never forgive them for it!”

Clarke fought the urge to reach out and comfort her. He wanted to hold her, to let her feel his presence, the warmth of his embrace, but he also remembered how a single kiss to his forehead had nearly driven him to vomit up breakfast.

“You want to know the worst part?” She wiped away her pink tears. “What happened to me is happening to other boys and girls right now. Kids who are either hurting or being hurt because the vampires need to keep everyone in the dark. I don’t want people to have to go through that. To suffer like I did. I can’t stand the thought of it, which is why I’m in this fight. ‘Til the bitter end.”

“Hey, now.”

She tried to back away, but he slid forward and draped an arm around her shoulders, careful not to touch her skin.

“I’m here for you,” he said softly, his lips near her ear.

She looked into his eyes, tears of slime trickling down her cheeks, and she sniffled.

“Clarke, do you … do you think you could put up with someone like me? A monster who brings only pain to those dearest to her? Could you learn to accept a creature like this? Accept me, as terrible and as flawed and as hideous as I am?”

“I don’t need to learn.” He leaned forward. “I already do.”

He kissed her.

She wept as she kissed him back.

She wept, but they were tears of joy.
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Clarke carried her to the bedroom, then laid her down on the sheets.

“How do you feel?” she asked, arms spread to either side, her long braid coiled above her.

He thought about sugarcoating his words, reassuring her the kiss had failed to affect him. But she’d know he was lying, and his dishonesty would sting more than the facts. He didn’t want that for her. He trusted her and wanted her to trust him, and so he told her the plain truth.

“My mouth is a little numb. Like I just came from the dentist. Otherwise, I’m fine.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

“I swear I’m trying to keep my toxins in check.”

“It’s all right. I’ll manage.” He put on a brave smile. “I have some of Brooke’s vitality now.”

“You shouldn’t have to worry about this at all.”

“Hey, now.” He took hold of her gloved hand and gave it a squeeze. “Don’t beat yourself up. I’ll be fine.”

“Thank you, Clarke. Just … only touch me when you have to. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I understand.”

“And … be gentle.” She rested her head to the side, skin flush. “It’s my first time.”

“I will be. I promise.”

He took hold of her large breasts and kneaded them through her turtleneck. They felt perfectly natural, as if he’d grabbed two handfuls of Emma’s bountiful chest. She let out a content sigh, then reached over to stroke him through his slacks. His cock stiffened at her gentle caress.

He crawled onto the bed, kneeling between her spread legs as he continued to massage her breasts. Her hands explored him, gloved fingers riding up his sleeves to his shoulders, then across his broad chest. She moaned as he worked her over, and her legs twitched. She wrapped them around him, pulling his pelvis against her skirt.

She began to grind against him, the heat of her sex teasing him through layers of cloth. He gripped her nipples through the turtleneck and pinched.

“Yeah,” she breathed contentedly. “That feels good.”

There was nothing monstrous about the woman beneath him. Nothing that made him second guess his actions—or hers. She was radiant in her uniqueness, and he welcomed their coming union.

She undid his buckle, pulled the belt out of the loops, and tossed it aside. Her gloved fingers found the zipper and pulled it down, relieving some of the strain on his dick.

He placed his hands on her knees and spread her legs, then stroked down her inner thighs. His fingers touched the supple skin above her stockings and sent a quiver through her body. A numbing tingle spread across his fingertips. He rested two fingers atop her panties and stroked up and down them, pressing into her sex.

She reached into his pants and pulled him free. His cock stood at attention.

“I’m ready,” she uttered softly.

“You sure? Is it wet enough?”

She giggled, her skin rosy, all her worries forgotten in the moment.

“Who do you think you’re talking to?” She smiled up at him. “Lubrication won’t be a problem.”

“Oh, I see!” He grinned back at her and peeled aside her panties.

He placed the tip against her sweltering lower mouth⁠—

—and pushed in, gliding deep into her in one slow, steady stroke. His skin tingled wherever they touched.

“How is it?” she asked.

“Perfect.”

“How’s the tightness? Should I⁠—”

“You don’t need to change yourself to make me happy. You’re wonderful just the way you are.” He bent forward, taking her head in his hand, accepting the faint numbness spreading across his palm.

And then he kissed her. Long, full, and deep as he began to rock in and out of her.

She moaned into his mouth, her tongue dueling with his. She grabbed fistfuls of his shirt and tugged him closer, urged him deeper. She broke their kiss, and her eyes locked with his, legs crossed behind his back, breasts shuddering with each stroke.

“I want this,” she gasped, twisting fistfuls of his shirt. “I want you. All of you. Give it to me. Harder! Faster!”

He obliged, slamming into her with each full and complete thrust, wracking her body with pleasure as he bottomed out inside her. His own excitement built, a furious burning in his loins that yearned for release, for an outlet.

His head swam, growing foggy from the prolonged contact, but he kept thrusting into her, his pace unrelenting, his strength unwavering.

“More,” she cried. “More!”

Her body squeezed around his shaft, and that drove him over the edge. He slammed deep into her one last time, and his body exploded with pleasure, flooding his mind as he flooded her womb.

An ethereal sense heightened, and he became aware of the shape of her magic, the mercurial eddies that composed her body. They shifted before his mind’s eye with dizzying speed, nesting within each other like an insane ball of yarn—but instead of string, sensations formed the building blocks of her aura.

Soft and hard. Pale and dark. Hot and cold.

Hers was a magic of contradictions. So many contrasts swirled within her, all except for one lonely concept floating about without its sibling. Touching that one was like dipping his hand into a pool of liquid death, and yet it, too, seemed to yearn for its missing half. To thirst for life and vitality.

Their magics merged, their combined essence mingling for a brief, wondrous moment before they pulled away.

Clarke slid out of her and sat back on his legs. Sammy lay on her back, legs spread, arms wide, chest heaving in the aftermath of delicious release.

“That,” she uttered between breaths, “was awesome …”

Clarke studied his hand, flexed his fingers. The numbness in his fingertips was melting away, like candle wax before a flame.

“Was it good for you, too?” she asked cautiously.

“How’s this for an answer?”

He crawled over her on his hands and knees, then bent down and kissed her.

This time his lips didn’t tingle.


Eighteen


Clarke lay on the bed, his arm around Sammy, her head on his chest, one leg draped over his. Her fingers explored his chest muscles in the serenity of their postcoital bliss, both of them completely naked.

“How do you feel?” she asked.

“Like I just made love to a beautiful woman.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do, and I’m being truthful. I can … I guess you can say I’m aware of the toxins. But they don’t bother me anymore.”

Sammy closed her eyes and rubbed a cheek against his defined pectoral.

“You must have absorbed some of my resistances.”

“Seems so.”

“Lucky me.”

“Why do you say that?”

“The dating pool for us slimes is … shallow. Who wants to fuck a poisonous puddle?”

“Don’t put it like that.” He ran his hand down the generous curve of her hips. “You’re all woman from where I sit.”

“You say that now, but you haven’t seen me when I’m asleep.”

“And why should that bother me?”

She didn’t answer, so he approached the topic from a different angle.

“How rare is your species?”

“Very. I’m the only slime around these parts.”

“Must be lonely.”

“Yeah. Emma and the others help, though.” She hugged his chest. “You, too. A lot.”

“It is a pleasure to be of service.”

She laughed and kissed his chest. “You have no idea how good this feels.”

“Sex is pretty awesome.”

“Well, yeah. That, too. But I was referring to the simple pleasure of holding someone in my arms, and of being held. No clothes to get in the way. No phobias about accidentally touching them. Just the feel of another person beside me, free from all my hangups.”

She snuggled up to him tighter, her legs entwining with his, arms squeezing his chest tenderly.

“You don’t mind, do you?” she asked.

“Not at all. I enjoy a good post-sex cuddle. Makes me feel more connected to my lover.”

“Mmm,” she murmured into his chest. “Love-ers, in your case.”

“Does that bother you?”

“I’ve been asking myself that question, trying to discover my own feelings. I like Emma a lot. Brooke, too, even if I tease her more than I should. But that’s friendship, and now we’re talking about something else. This is the first time I’ve thought about those two in the context of a larger relationship, all centered around one guy.”

“And? Any conclusions?”

“Yes, though I don’t know if what I feel is typical for my kind. It’s not like I know all that much about my species, and the few slimes I’ve met over the years weren’t eager to help me.”

“There could be more of them than you realize,” he said. “Could be some are just really good at blending in and don’t want to draw attention to themselves.”

“Maybe. Either way, I can’t ask them right now, so it’s up to me to figure out my own head, my own feelings.” She sat up beside him on the bed and gazed into his eyes. “I want to be with you, Clarke. As long as I have that, I’ll be happy.”

“Come here then.”

He pulled her down and kissed her, stroking her back.

She nestled her chin into the crook of his neck. “And, on a practical level, where else am I going to find a guy who’s immune to me?”

“Lucky me,” he said, echoing her earlier words.

“You still in the mood?” She straddled his legs. “I’m game for one more if you are.”

He chuckled. “You’re incorrigible!”

“Hey, I need to make up for lost time.” She stroked him, and his erection firmed. “Well? How about it? One more go?”

“Absolutely, though I do have a request.”

“Anything.”

“Can you change your look a bit?”

“Of course!” She spread her arms. “I will happily customize my look however you want. Just think of me as a character design screen.”

“In that case, I want to see the natural you.”

Stunned silence fell over the bedroom, and she lowered her arms.

“No holding a particular shape or style,” he continued. “No customization for my benefit. Just relax and be yourself. I want to spend the rest of the night with that Sammy.”

“But my default shape is so plain.” She grabbed her breasts. “And you said you like big boobs.”

“If I’m making you uncomfortable, you can stick with this.”

“It’s not that, it’s just …” She lowered her gaze. “I rarely show anyone that side of me.”

“I want to see it.” He raised her chin. “If you’re willing.”

She didn’t say anything for long seconds, but then nodded.

“All right. I’ll show you.”

She closed her eyes and let out an unnaturally long exhale, slimming down to the body shape she used on campus. Her skin developed a glossy sheen as it turned pink, became uniform in color and texture. Her hair shortened into a damp, fiery pixie cut, and her skin became faintly translucent.

She opened her eyes, and they were glowing swirls of red and orange.

“This is the real me.” She glanced to the side, as if afraid of his reaction. “This is the monster underneath the mask. Do you … still want to do this? I can switch back if you like.”

Clarke ran both hands along the tops of her thighs, then settled his grip around her waist. She felt slippery, as if her entire body were oiled, but the boundary of her skin held firm against his touch. He took hold of her wrists and pulled her down to him gently.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said, and kissed her once more.
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Clarke awoke the next morning to the most curious of sensations.

He was floating on his back, but not in water. The substance was warm and cloying, supporting the back of his head, enveloping every inch of his body up to the neck.

He stirred and tried to rub the sleep from his eyes. The syrupy fluid gave to his arm, clinging greedily to it, but then it resisted and pulled his arm back down.

He frowned and tried again.

Again, his arm was pulled back into the fluidic embrace.

He blinked his eyes open and stared at the ceiling. The light of morning filtered through the blinds.

He blinked again and raised his head.

A pink cocoon encased his body.

“Uh, Sammy?”

“Hmm?” The sound vibrated across his skin.

“I think I’m inside you.”

“That’s because you are. You’re just so cozy! Way better than Ignis.”

“Who?” Clarke asked, still groggy.

“This fella.” A pseudopod reached over the side of the bed and retrieved one of her body pillows. “Sorry, Ignis. You’ve been replaced!” She tossed the pillow toward her plushy collection.

“Ah. That Ignis.”

“Good morning, by the way!” she said brightly.

“Mornin’.”

He tried to wiggle free, but she held him tight. He was sure he could have broken free at any moment, though; Sammy was strong, but he was stronger now. Still, he figured a softer touch would work best.

“Sammy, my face itches, and I need to scratch it.”

“Sorry!”

Splo-o-o-ork!

The slime girl congealed on top of him, back in her humanoid form. Fiery hair framed her face, and she gazed down at him with bright swirling eyes.

“Guess I got a little carried away there.”

“It’s okay.” He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. “Just so long as you don’t smother me by accident or something.”

“Hey now!” She gave his chest a playful pat. “I have more control over my body than that!”

“I’m sure you do. Just saying that safety is important when it comes to demihuman relationships. Trust me. I speak from experience here.”

“Did one of the other girls hurt you?”

“No, but Brooke could have if we hadn’t taken precautions.”

“Oh, right. She told me about that.”

“She did?”

“We girls compared notes.” Sammy raised her arms over her head and crossed her wrists. “Sorry, but bondage play won’t be as fun with me. Too easy for me to slip out.”

Clarke laughed. “I’m sure you and I can think of something else to try.”

“Who says I haven’t already?”

“Oh? What’s on your mind?”

“Not. Telling.” She tapped his forehead with a finger. “It’s going to be a surprise.”

“Looking forward to it.”

His stomach growled, and they both glanced down at his midsection.

“Right back at you,” Sammy said. “We skipped most of dinner, so I’m famished. What do you want for breakfast?”

“Besides you?”

The slime girl blushed with her entire body.

“What are my options?” he asked.

“Whatever you like.” She stretched an arm to grab her phone off the nightstand. “I’ll have it delivered.”

“Something hearty. Maybe Cracker Barrel?”

“Sounds good to me. How would you like your eggs?”

“Let’s go with sunny side up.”

“Will do!”

She started to enter the order but didn’t get off him.

Clarke cleared his throat. She didn’t seem to notice.

“Um, Sammy?”

“Yes?”

“Would you mind letting me out? I’d like to take a shower before breakfast.”

“Sorry!” She dismounted him. “My head is in the clouds this morning.”

“Don’t worry about it. Which way to the bathroom?”

“The closest one is through the door to your left.”

“To the left. Thanks.” He gathered up his clothes and headed through the door.

The bathroom included both a walk-in shower and a bathtub. The latter saw more use judging by the bottles along its lip and the pile of bookmarked manga nearby. Clarke wondered if Sammy found the tub more relaxing, given her semiliquid nature.

He showered, dressed, and rejoined Sammy in her room. She’d thrown on a fresh set of clothes, and her appearance was outwardly human.

“Breakfast is on its way.”

“Great.”

They waited for the delivery in a room by the foyer.

“Clarke?”

“Hmm?”

“You want to make it official?”

“You mean us?”

“Yeah. Got room in your harem for one more?”

“My ‘harem’?” He couldn’t help but laugh.

“What else are we going to call it?”

“I don’t know.” He shook his head, still chuckling at the absurdity of it all.

“Come on. No dodging the question.”

“If it’s you, then yes. Absolutely.”

She smiled at him, then reached out and took hold of his hand. He slid his fingers between hers.

Breakfast arrived, and it was as colossal as Clarke had expected: plate after plate after plate of eggs, pancakes, bacon, sausage, French toast, hash browns, biscuits, and muffins, along with a jug of orange juice.

“You’re going to spoil me for choice if I keep eating with you.”

“I have no problem with this,” she said, and gobbled a biscuit whole.

Clarke’s phone rang toward the end of their meal.

“It’s Emma.” He answered the call. “Hey, Emma. I have you on speaker with Sammy.”

“Morning!” Sammy added.

“Hey, you two! Everything go all right?”

“Oh, my God, yes!” Sammy exclaimed, leaning into the phone. “He was so good!”

“And Power Graft worked,” Clarke added.

“Yes, yes.” Sammy waved vaguely with one hand. “And that.”

“Fantastic!” Emma said. “You’ll have to spill all the sultry details later, because we’ve got news of our own. Ashley had a breakthrough last night, and we’re all meeting at my place to discuss. Can you be here in half an hour?”

“We’ll head right over.”

“Great! See you then.”

Emma ended the call.

Sammy stood up and stuffed a muffin into her mouth.

“Han I Ee Oor Eeeth?”

“I didn’t catch any of that.”

Sammy swallowed. “Can I see your keys?”

“Why?”

“It’ll make sense in a moment.” She held out her hand. “Please?”

“Sure, I guess.”

He rummaged in his pocket and handed his keyring over. She added two items to the ring and offered it back. He took it back with a curious expression and examined the two additions.

One was an RFID card with ELOISE ESTATES printed on one side. The other was a BMW key fob.

“This is …”

“For the house and the roadster. They’re both yours whenever you want them.”

“You sure about this?”

Sammy laughed. “Clarke, you’re my boyfriend now! You’ve seen this place. Did you really think dating me wouldn’t come with some perks?”

“Didn’t really consider that until now. Thank you, by the way.”

“You are very welcome. Now, come on.” She pointed a thumb over her shoulder. “You can give me a lift in your new wheels.”
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Clarke joined the others around the coffee table, picking a spot on the couch next to Emma. Heinrich’s grimoire sat on the table.

“What have you got for us, Ashley?” he asked.

“A lucky break. I was Scrying the library when I saw one of the thralls moving stationery into the basement.”

Clarke waited for her to continue, and when she didn’t, he leaned back on the sofa.

“A thrall?”

“Yes.”

“Moving stationery?”

“Yes.”

“Into the library?”

“Yes!”

“I must be missing something here, because I don’t get it.”

“Wait a second,” Brooke cut in. “Are we talking about stationery stationery or regular stationery?”

“The former,” Ashley said.

“Oooh!” Brooke grinned wolfishly. “Is this going where I think it is?”

“Probably!” Emma echoed the werewolf’s grin.

“Hold up.” Clarke raised both hands. “The team’s blood knight is confused. What’s so special about this stationery?”

“It’s what most vampires use to communicate with each other,” Emma explained. “They rarely correspond with each other electronically.”

“Because they don’t want the Big Tech vampires snooping on them?”

“Exactly. Same as their motivation for keeping physical grimoires. Instead, they use handwritten missives. But they don’t use just any old paper; vampires produce special stationery as an added security measure. Some of them produce their own, but most outsource the production, and Plainsborough just received a shipment.”

“Then, if we get our hands on this stationery, we can fake a message from one vampire to another?”

“Precisely!”

“What’s so special about the stationery? Is it like paper soaked in the blood of virgins, or something?”

Emma grimaced. “You’re not as far off as you think.”

“The important part is we can send any message,” Ashley said. “Including letters of challenge. What I propose is we steal at least two pages and use those to send the ‘right’ messages to both Rost and Plainsborough.”

“And, on top of that,” Emma added, “we’re going to write the letters in rat’s blood!”

“Oh ho!” Brooke’s ears perked up. “That’ll rile them up!”

“Rat’s blood?” Clarke asked.

“The cheap stuff,” Emma explained. “Signifying the recipient isn’t worth even the most basic of courtesies. Our aim is to make these messages as offensive as possible. The vampiric equivalent of a flaming bag of poop on the porch.”

“Vampires write to each other in blood?”

Emma nodded.

“Even human blood?”

“You better believe it. Especially if they’re being extra polite, such as when they want to placate a more powerful vampire.”

“Disgusting.” Clarke grimaced. “Okay, so we need to grab this stationery. But the library’s basement is going to be big and cluttered. It’s mostly used for storage, right? How do we find the stationery?”

“It’ll have a distinct smell.” Brooke tapped her nose. “A leftover from the manufacturing process. I can track it down based on that.”

“Sounds good. That should keep the time we need down to a minimum.” Clarke thought for a moment. “But won’t Plainsborough know the paper is missing? Won’t she be suspicious of any messages she receives after the theft?”

“That’s why the plan is to only take two sheets,” Emma said. “And then hide the theft by wrecking the place. Make it look like an attack from Rost.”

“Got it. When do we make our move?”

“Tonight,” Ashley said, eyes sweeping across Clarke, Brooke, and Sammy. “Either that, or we wait until next weekend. The library’s closed on Sundays, so the chances of encountering Plainsborough or her thralls is low.”

“But not zero,” Clarke pointed out.

“Unfortunately, not. There’s also a very real risk of traps and other magical defenses. The library’s basement is Warded, so I can’t tell you what’s waiting for us.”

Clarke shrugged. “Nothing ventured …”

“Nothing gained,” Ashley finished. “Exactly.”

“You two up for this?” he asked the werewolf and slime girl.

“You bet!” Brooke cracked her knuckles. “Bring it, I say!”

“Same here,” Sammy said. “This is what we’ve been waiting for. Let’s go for it!”

“Emma and I will hang back and support you,” Ashley added. “Same as before.”

“Sounds good,” Clarke said. “What about after we have the stationery? What then?”

“I’ll forge the letters of challenging.” Ashley rested a hand on the grimoire. “Heinrich kept records of both Rost’s and Plainsborough’s missives, including their signatures. I’ll use his notes to forge our own messages. It won’t be perfect, it should be enough to fool a cursory inspection.”

“I can handle the deliveries,” Sammy said. “I’ll disguise myself as one of the opposition’s thralls and drop off each letter.”

“And I can provide the rat,” Brooke said. “Shouldn’t be too hard for me to track down a suitable specimen.”

“Sounds like this plan is really coming together.” Clarke smiled at them. “Great work, everyone.”

Brooke’s tail wagged, and Sammy blushed a little.

“Ashley, you’ve had eyes on this place for a few days,” he said. “What’s the best time to hit it?”

“After ten o’clock tonight, I’d say.”
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“That’s not good.” Emma lowered her binoculars then slid back down the hill to join the others. “There’s someone guarding the exterior basement access.”

“A thrall?” Clarke asked.

They’d gathered behind a hill near the edge of the CCU campus. The huge, concrete block of the library was visible over the rise, each of its five levels lined with tall, tinted windows.

“If she is, she’s not on Heinrich’s list,” Emma replied.

“Could be one he wasn’t aware of,” Clarke said.

“Could be.”

“Can you sense a control spell on her?”

“Nah. Too far away.”

“Doesn’t matter if she’s a thrall or not.” Sammy began stripping down. “I’ll get rid of her.”

“Hold up.” Brooke sniffed the air, still in her hybrid form. “You smell that?”

“Smell what?” Sammy asked.

“Something’s off.”

Clarke sniffed the air experimentally, but all he picked up was the hill’s freshly cut grass.

“Brooke?”

She crawled up to the hill’s crest and breathed in deeply. Her ears flattened, and she slid back down.

“That’s no thrall. She’s a zombie.”

“Well, there goes my idea.” Sammy put her bra back on. “No way a zombie’ll pass out from explosive diarrhea.”

“Is that what you were going to hit her with?” Clarke asked. “Explosive diarrhea?”

The slime girl shrugged. “I made the last guy puke his guts out. Thought I’d change it up a bit.”

“The presence of a zombie concerns me,” Ashley said.

“Why?” Brooke asked. “She’s one zombie. I’ll rip her head off, and that’ll be that.”

“Because it’s a sign Plainsborough is on guard, and where there’s one zombie, there are often more. Zombies may not be much of a threat on their own, but vampires can make them fast, and in large numbers if they have access to a morgue.”

“Or a shovel,” Emma added.

“That, too. Bottom line, this site is more protected than I thought.”

“Which means we need to be on our toes.” Clarke grabbed his backpack. “Got it. We’ll take it from here. Brooke?”

“Yes?”

“Remove the obstacle.”

“No problem!”

Brooke shifted into a full werewolf, torso and neck straining against her hoodie, arms and legs bulging with fur and muscle and claws. Her snout lengthened, and she snarled, clacking her teeth together as if eager for even this easy hunt. She scurried up the hill, caught sight of the zombie, then dashed down the other side like a dog after an ugly squirrel.

The zombie turned to face the huge mass of fur, fangs, and claws barreling in.

“Urr?” A line of drool leaked from the side of her mouth. “Nurrh—hk!”

Brooke tackled the zombie with enough force to empty her lungs. The two hit the ground with the crunch of broken bones, Brooke on top, one arm locked around her target’s throat. She twisted the zombie’s head around in a full circle and then ripped it off in a sickly splash of fluids.

“Let’s go!” Clarke cast Sanguine Shield and ran out to join the werewolf. Sammy followed only a few steps behind.

“Obstacle. Removed,” Brooke growled.

“Great work. Get that door open. Sammy, help me with the body.”

The door was at the bottom of a short flight of stairs. Brooke slashed through the lock and shoved the door open while Clarke dragged the corpse down the stairs and Sammy collected the head. They found themselves in a wide storage area, rows of metal racks filled with computer desktops, monitors, keyboards, mouses, and mounds of Ethernet and power cables. Old chairs and folded tables were stacked next to boxes piled up to the ceiling.

It was all so ordinary.

Clarke didn’t buy it for a second.

He could practically taste magic in the air the moment he crossed the threshold: iron and the roughness of old parchment mixed with hot embers smoldering in some unseen fireplace. This was a vampire’s lair, all right.

Sammy found a rack of collapsible storage bins.

“Here. For the body.” She unfolded one of the bins and chucked the head in. Clarke crammed the body inside and placed the entire bin on a high shelf.

He summoned his thirstblade.

“Lead the way, Brooke.”

“Checking.” She sniffed the air, snout bobbing this way and that. “The place reeks of zombies. I’m having trouble differentiating the two.”

“Zombies smell like vampire stationery?”

“More like the other way around, but yeah.”

Clarke cringed. “What the hell do they put in that paper?”

“It’s not paper.” She sniffed some more, then shook her head. “Fuck it. Too much zombie B.O. This’ll take forever.”

“Can you tell where the zombies are?”

“Sure. That part’s easy.”

“Then we head there next. We find the zombies, we find what they’re guarding.”

“I like it!” Brooke drew in a deep breath. “Yeah, I’ve got your scent, you walking stink factories. This way!”

She led them across the basement to a pallet stacked with bins.

“The stench is coming from behind this.” She grabbed the top bin and lifted it an inch before setting it back down. “Huh. Nothing inside these. Hang on.” She grabbed the pallet and shoved the entire stack to the side⁠—

—revealing an unremarkable patch of the wall and floor.

“Nothing,” Sammy said.

Brooke sampled the air. “The smell is coming from here, all right.”

Clarke placed his hand against the bare concrete, except it didn’t feel like concrete.

“Conceal magic. But the effect is only visual.” He felt around, found a hidden doorknob, and turned it. The illusion shimmered as he pulled the door open, revealing a dark set of stairs leading down to a level that shouldn’t exist.

“Spell couldn’t hide the stink, either.” Brooke grinned, revealing rows of teeth. “Zombies down below. No mistake.”

“Then that’s where we’re headed.” Clarke readied his sword. “Let’s go, ladies.”
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An elderly zombie with ghost-gray skin lurched toward Clarke, arms extended, jaw hanging slack. He cleaved the creature’s head off with a swift stroke, then kicked the shambling corpse back.

“Wasn’t expecting quite so many!” Brooke snarled, mauling another zombie. Her claws shredded his chest, turned meat and bone into red mist. She grabbed hold of his ribcage and spine, lifted the corpse into the air, and ripped him in half.

“How many were you expecting?” Sammy looped a stretched arm around a zombie’s neck and then jerked the appendage back. The creature’s head whirled around with a sickening crack, and he faltered, collapsing to the ground.

Another zombie clambered over the fallen corpse, indifferent to the carnage. More shambled up behind him, crowding the corridor, shuffling and moaning as they advanced.

“Keep at it, ladies! We’re making progress!”

Clarke consumed a portion of his own life and cast Blood Freeze. The closest five zombies shuddered to a halt. He cut one in half, and his thirstblade drank in whatever foul lifeforce sustained the zombie, topping off his health.

“You say that like there’s an end to them!” Sammy formed one arm into a mallet. “What the hell are we up against? The ghosts of library past?”

“They’re corpses, not ghosts!” Brooke corrected.

“Whatever! Just keep fighting!” Sammy brought the mallet down on a zombie’s head, crushing her skull.

Brooke picked up a zombie by the sternum and threw him, bowling over three more. The fallen tangle of zombies struggled back to their feet.

“This place built on a cemetery or something?” Brooke growled, then chomped down on a zombie’s face. She ripped it off with a sharp jerk of her neck and shoved the rest of the body back.

“‘You son of a bitch!’” Clarke quoted. “‘You left the bodies, and you only moved the headstones!’”

“Ha! Poltergeist, right?” Sammy asked.

“Yep!”

“That movie freaked me the hell out when I was a kid. I’m still mad at my parents for letting me watch it!”

“Then you can think of this as exposure therapy.”

“I just might! But if a creepy clown doll shows up next, you two are on your own. No way I’m putting up with that shit!”

Sammy swung an arm in a wide arc, tripping several zombies. Brooke pounced on one and mauled it to pieces. Clarke could finally see the end of the corridor through the shambling horde.

“Their ranks are thinning. Keep at it, ladies!”

“About freakin’ time!”

Clarke advanced through the horde and cut down two more. He spent part of his lifeforce and cast Blood Freeze again, locking down another batch of zombies.

The average human armed with a pistol or rifle would have stood no chance against the mass of corpses Plainsborough had raised, but Clarke wasn’t average. He was a blood knight, a vampire slayer, and these zombies would not stop him!

He pushed through, cutting and slashing as Brooke and Sammy advanced on either side. Broken corpses and spilled entrails littered the floor, blood and guts splattered its walls, and the three of them pushed forward, forming a whirlwind of carnage.

They cut and smashed and mauled.

Until there was nothing left to face.

Clarke stopped at the end of the blood-slick corridor, stance low, legs spread for stability. His chest heaved from exertion, face slick with sweat and spackled with blood, thirstblade glowing at his side.

He checked on his comrades—his lovers.

“Any of that your blood?” he asked Brooke.

“Nope!”

“How about you, Sammy? You good?”

The slime girl inspected the blood drenching her skin, which quickly faded away.

“Yuck! Zombie blood tastes like rusty nails and old shoes.”

“We can go out for ice cream when this is over.”

Her eyes lit up. “You promise?”

“Promise.”

“That was actually kind of fun.” Brooke brushed someone’s intestine off her shoulder. “Let’s never do it again.”

“I second that.” Sammy schloorped her arms back to normal size.

“Come on. We still have to find those papers. Brooke?”

“My nose won’t be much help out here.” She gestured back down the corridor. “Too much zombie funk.”

“Then we press on.”

Clarke pushed through the double doors at their end of the corridor and stepped out into a wide, circular space. The walls were lined with bookshelves and storage containers, and three magic circles had been drawn on the floor, each in various states of completion. One circle cast a faint greenish glow from its edges. Metal sliding doors led further in, branching out to either side.

“Brooke?”

“On it.” She began a circuit of the room, sniffing the shelves and containers while staying clear of the magic circles. “Hmm. Yeah. There’s a whiff of vampire stationery in here.”

She opened a filing cabinet and rifled through folders.

“No good. These have already been used. Must be old correspondence.”

She closed the filing cabinet and continued around the room.

An itch in Clarke’s mind snapped his gaze over to one of the doors. He stared at it, focusing intensely.

“What is it?” Sammy asked.

“Magic, I think. Not sure.”

“A spell, perhaps?”

“Could be.”

“What kind?”

“Don’t know. Feels strange. Like a steak left on the grill too long.”

He turned to the slime girl, hoping the description would help, but she only shrugged.

“Sorry, Clarke. You’re asking the wrong girl.”

Brooke’s ears stood upright. She faced the same door.

“Something’s moving,” she said softly. “Coming toward us.”

“Get ready,” Clarke whispered, raising his thirstblade.

They took up positions around the room, keeping their distance from the door while staying clear of the magic circles in the center.

Metal scratched frantically against metal on the far side, almost as if a creature were scrabbling against the barrier. A loud clank followed, denting the door outward, followed by more scrabbling.

The door slid aside, and an exhale of freezer air plumed through, revealing a chamber that reminded Clarke sickeningly of Heinrich’s pantry. Bodies—both animal and human—hung from meat hooks in neat rows, but they weren’t the room’s only occupants.

A shroud of heavy, chilling mist parted, and a creature crawled forward on all fours. At first Clarke thought it was another zombie, and perhaps it was, but it wasn’t like the others. Its hips were backward, and its shoulders pivoted the wrong way, allowing the creature to move about the ground with an absurd approximation of grace.

If anything so hideous could be called “graceful.”

The tattered remains of its skin clung to a well-muscled body, as if it were a grotesque butterfly that had shed its chrysalis mere moments ago. Meat hooks embedded in its hands clicked against the floor with each step, like grotesque claws. Its head rotated on a too-flexible neck, staring at them with wide, lidless eyes. It clacked its lipless teeth together then licked them with a long, dripping tongue.

Two more of the creatures padded out into the open.

“What the hell?” Sammy winced. “This is some Attack on Titan bullshit right here!”

“At least they’re not sixty meters tall and farting steam,” Brooke replied.

“What do you even call these things?”

“I vote for ‘meat zombies.’”

“Careful,” Clarke said. “We don’t know⁠—”

One of the zombies shot forward with a startling burst of speed. It leaped at Clarke, and its meat hooks sparked against his shield as it hurtled by. The other two zombies snapped their jaws and rushed the others.

The meat zombie going for Clarke landed behind him, then scurried across the floor, rounding him rapidly, skinless head tracking his every motion with harrowing precision. When it judged the perfect moment, it sprang into action again, and Clarke swung his sword around to meet it.

Too slow!

The zombie slammed into his chest, throwing him back. He hit the ground on his back, horrible jaws snapping at his face, meat hooks digging into his shoulders. Red lightning danced across his body, then sputtered out as his shield collapsed, and the meat hooks sank into his flesh.

Clarke gritted his teeth as he punched the zombie in the ribs. A satisfying crack! gave under his fist. He brought his thirstblade around and slashed toward the creature’s flank—but it darted off him the moment it felt the kiss of his blade. Its hooks tore through his shoulders, and he bled from the wounds. Still, he fought through the pain, scrambling to his feet.

The zombie seemed to size him up, eyes flitting from him to his sword and back. It bounced on its feet and meat hooks, juking left and right, not yet ready to commit to an attack.

“Screw this.”

Clarke gathered his strength and cast Blood Freeze. Stars danced across his vision.

The zombie shuddered, limbs shaking, and its head twitched its way through a full rotation.

Clarke charged, sword rising in a scarlet arc.

The zombie lurched into motion at the last moment, skittering away from his blade, even as the edge cleaved through its wrist. One of its hands flew off in a spray of blood—and the thirstblade drank in enough vitality to grant Clarke’s head the relief of much-needed clarity.

The zombie landed on its feet and remaining hand, nursing its injury. It clacked its teeth at him, muscles tensing, legs coiling, then launched itself like an ugly meat missile, jaws wide.

Clarke brought his sword down through the center of its head.

The thirstblade cut through the monster’s flesh like butter, but the two severed halves refused to obey the Rule of Cool. Instead of splitting to either side and landing behind Clarke, they followed Sir Isaac Newton’s instructions to the letter and thumped into his wounded shoulders, knocking him back⁠—

—straight into Brooke’s huge, furry arms.

“You okay, Clarke?”

“Yeah, I⁠—”

He checked left, then right, but only found the scattered pieces of two more meat zombies. Both Brooke and Sammy had dispatched their respective foes. He put a hand on Brooke’s shoulder to steady himself and stood up straight, shoulders healing thanks to the vigor stolen from his kill.

“I’m good,” he finished. “You?”

“The meat zombie gave me some trouble, but I caught it in the end.”

“Same here.” Sammy walked over, the silhouette of a hand floating in her chest. “They actually don’t taste all that bad.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Clarke said.

“Oh! Right! What we’re here for!” Brooke hurried over to the wall and resumed sniffing the shelves and containers.

“Your shoulders okay?” Sammy asked, shifting aside one of the bloody rips in his shirt.

“Good enough. Drain and a bit of shifter magic go a long way, apparently.”

He recast Sanguine Shield, and the defensive aura crackled back into existence.

“Glad to hear it.” Sammy checked their surroundings. “I’ve had about enough of Plainsborough’s hospitality.”

“You and me both.”

“At least these magic circles are duds.” Sammy rubbed one with her foot. All three had been trampled during the fight with the meat zombies.

“So it would⁠—”

“Found it!” Brooke held up two pale, grayish sheets. She hurried over and handed them to Clarke. The sheets gave with a bizarre softness, almost like soft leather, or …

“This isn’t paper!” he exclaimed, lips twisting in revulsion. “It’s human skin!”

“Yup,” Brooke said with a sad nod. “That’s why it smells like zombies.”

“Vampires use this stuff to write memos? What the actual fuck!” He stared at the pages in his hands, his fingers itching with a sense of unease just from holding them. He buried those feelings and placed the stationery in a folder from his backpack, then zipped everything back up.

He slung the pack over a shoulder.

“We’re done here. Let’s scram before⁠—”

The magic circle under his feet flared bright with green light. All three of them dashed out of the way, their senses freshly alert. The double doors leading out slammed shut, and green flames licked across the metal.

“Oh, what now?” Sammy said, morphing one of her fists into a hammerhead.

The circle’s perimeter blazed brighter, acting as a shield as the summon began to coalesce. Magic swirled upward, forming bones and muscles from nothing. A lithe, graceful creature took shape, resembling a leopard or puma but with pale flesh and green flames for fur.

The outer circle of flame died out, and the creature padded forward, leaving paw prints of corpse fire.

“I know this one!” Brooke pointed at the creature. “It’s a pyrelynx!”

“Stop gawking,” Sammy snapped, “and start fighting!”

“Game faces, ladies!” Clarke readied his sword. “Let’s do this!”

They spread out around the pyrelynx, sizing the beast up as it did the same. It padded forward, eyes tracking from one target to the next. The sleek body blazed with green fire, heat radiating off its muscled flanks. Its gaze locked onto Sammy, and it began turning toward her.

“Uh, Clarke?” Sammy said, backing away.

“What?”

“I probably should have mentioned this earlier, but I have a confession.”

“Is this really the time?”

“It’s about my body. I’m slightly more flammable than most people.”

“How much is ‘slightly’?”

The monster’s throat bulged, and then it vomited a stream of fluorescent green ichor. Sammy dodged to the side, but several gobs splashed across her left arm, igniting the limb with a loud WHOOSH!

“Aah! This much! This much!”

“Oh, shit! Stop, drop, and roll, Sammy! Stop, drop, and roll!”

Sammy hit the deck for all she was worth and rolled across the room like a runaway log, trailing smoke that reeked of charred bubblegum. She smacked into the wall, and a few books toppled onto her back.

“Ow …” She pushed off the ground, smoke rising from her arm, its flesh blackened and crispy.

“You okay?” Clarke asked, stepping between the monster and the slime girl.

“I’ll live,” she groaned.

The monster hawked up more phlegm, and its throat swelled.

“Sammy, get clear!”

She rushed to her feet, but Clarke saw she wouldn’t be fast enough, and so he held his position, covering his face with his arms. The glowing phlegm splashed against his shield, wreathing him in fire. His shield protected him from the worst of the burns, and he shook the rest of the goop off his arms and chest. His cheeks felt like he’d been baking on the beach all day without any sunscreen.

The pyrelynx spat again, and this time both Sammy and Clarke cleared the firing lane. The arching stream splattered across a bookshelf, setting them ablaze.

“Who the hell summons a fire monster to guard a library?!” Sammy spat, nursing her arm.

The eldritch flames roared through the books, embers jumping to the next shelf. Heat washed over Clarke as he circled around the pyrelynx. He spent a part of himself to cast Blood Freeze, but the spell evaporated against the raging furnace within the monster.

“We need to take this thing out,” he said, “and fast!”

“On it!” Brooke rushed in, claws flashing.

The pyrelynx spun to face her, but that only provided it with a better view of charging werewolf. The two slammed together, and both hit the ground, kicking and clawing, flames licking across Brooke’s fur. She tore into the monster’s belly and ripped fiery chunks out of its guts.

The pyrelynx kicked at her, slashed her arms and face, but she didn’t back down, didn’t pull away. Instead, she dug in, shoving her claws deeper, then raking them through its flesh. Her teeth glistened in the green firelight as she chomped down on its throat.

The pyrelynx wailed in pain and thrashed about, desperate to break free. Werewolf and pyrelynx rolled about the floor like an agonized eight-limbed creature. Brooke slammed its head into the ground, stunning it briefly, and Clarke saw his opening.

He charged in from behind the creature, and his sword cut up through its haunches, across its belly, and then up out the back of its neck. Whatever resistance the creature had left faltered, and Brooke raised it by the neck, still gripped in her maw, then slammed it onto the floor with the crunch of breaking bones.

The pyrelynx let out a long, wheezing death gurgle, and then lay still.

Brooke climbed to her feet, much of her fur charred. She patted down a smoldering patch on her shoulder. A gash ran through one of her eyes, and blood dribbled from the ruined socket.

“Brooke, your eye,” Clarke said softly.

“It’ll heal,” she grunted through clenched teeth, her voice strained.

He nodded, and rested a hand on her shoulder as he walked past her.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said, and began slicing through the door.
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“How bad does it look?”

Brooke, now in her hybrid form, put on a pair of Emma’s sunglasses. She tilted her head back and thrust out her chest as if modeling for a catalog. She’d replaced the burnt remains of her hoodie with one of Emma’s shirts, which was—perhaps not surprisingly—a great fit for the werewolf’s chest, despite the overall difference in size between the two women.

“Well …” Clarke frowned.

“Don’t hold back. I know I’m a mess.”

“I can still see the cut through your eye.”

“That’ll be gone in the morning. Anything else?”

“Your ears look like they’ve been chewed on.”

“Gone in the morning. And?”

“What about the eye itself?”

“A few days to regen. Hence the sunglasses.”

“You planning to wear those at school?”

“Yep.”

“Indoors?”

“He’s got a point there,” Emma said, on the couch beside the werewolf.

All five of them had returned to her apartment after leaving the CCU library—and the smoke pouring out of its basement. Clarke had ditched his smoky clothes for fresher attire and then applied an entire tube of burn ointment to Brooke. The ointment seemed to provide her with some relief, if only minor and temporary.

Sammy had retreated to the shower to rinse her wounds with cold water, and Ashley sat in the corner, grimoire open next to the sheets of—Clarke shivered—human skin. Ashley had retrieved a fountain pen and syringe from her satchel, along with a bottle of something called enoxaparin.

“Plainsborough and her thralls will be on high alert,” Emma continued. “You show up tomorrow with a missing eye, the wrong people are going to notice.”

“Today,” Ashley corrected without looking up. “It’s already Monday.”

“And I’m starting to feel it.” Clarke ground his palms into his eyes.

“Want me to brew some coffee?” Emma asked, standing up.

“That’d be great. Thanks.”

The succubus rounded the kitchen counter and switched on the coffeemaker.

“We need to be careful,” Ashley said. “The fire you started is going to draw a lot of attention, including from the vampires.”

“We didn’t start anything,” Brooke said. “We’re victims of circumstance.”

“The point still stands. Plainsborough might blame Rost for the attack, but then again, she might not. Until we put a letter of challenge in front of her, we need to keep a low profile.”

“Which means you, Brooke,” Clarke said.

“I know …” Her ears drooped and her tail sagged against the couch. She took off the glasses and set them on the coffee table.

Her left eye looked terrible. Clarke found it hard to believe it would return to normal in only a few days. Cuts, bruises, and broken bones were all one thing; they healed naturally in everyone, only much faster for certain demihumans. Compared to that, regenerating an eye was on a whole other level.

“Hey, everyone.” Sammy rounded the table and dropped heavily into a recliner. She’d borrowed a T-shirt and shorts from Emma. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m beat.”

“How’s the burn?” Clarke asked.

She held up her arm. The surface turned pinkish and translucent, revealing the slow flow of shadowy flakes inside.

“I swapped my outsides for my insides. It’ll mend eventually. My healing factor isn’t on the same level as Brooke’s, but the way my organs work makes it difficult to deal me a crippling blow. Gotta deal with all of me if you want to take me out.”

“Like setting you on fire?”

“Yeah, that’ll do it.” She sighed and slouched lower. “Hurt like a bitch, too.”

Brooke’s ears stood up.

“Sorry, Brooke. Poor choice of words.”

“I just hope it was all worth it,” Clarke said.

“It was.” Ashley looked up from the grimoire. “I can start as soon as I have some rat blood.”

“Right, I’ll get on that.” Brooke rose from the couch, but grimaced and rubbed her back, still halfway bent over. “One second. I think something isn’t lined up right.” She pushed into the small of her back and snapped upright with a loud crack. “There we go! All better!”

“Need a hand?” Clarke asked.

“Nah, I’ll be back before you know it. Later!”

She headed out the door.

“Sammy,” Ashley said, “have you reviewed the list of thralls and picked your impersonation targets?”

“Why, yes. I took care of that during my copious amounts of free time today. After all, I’ve only been preoccupied with infiltrating a vampire’s lair, fighting through hordes of zombies, and being set on fire by a cat!”

Ashley’s hairband darkened.

“No, Ash. I haven’t looked at it yet.” Sammy draped her arms over the armrests and let them stretch until her knuckles reached the floor.

“Would you like me to pick two names out for you, then?”

“Please.”

“Then I’ll take care of it.”

Emma finished brewing the coffee and served three cups: with cream for Clarke, and with cream and sugar for herself and Sammy. She offered a cup to Ashley, but the celestial declined politely. Clarke wondered how long it had been since Ashley had slept. Days? Weeks? Years? Did she even need to sleep?

“I believe I have your targets,” Ashley said after a while. “Claudia Butler is a library page and one of Plainsborough’s thralls. Nicolas Lindbeck is a benchwarmer on the football team. He’s a thrall under Rost.”

“He?” Sammy retracted her arms and sat up. “You want me to impersonate a guy?”

“Is that a problem?” Clarke asked. “Are there restrictions for what you can mimic?”

“Not exactly. You’ve seen my natural state, so you can think of that as a base I shapeshift around. The further I deviate from that baseline, the more difficult the morph.”

“Okay, I get it.”

“Impersonating a guy is a matter of assuming the right outline. Creating a skinsuit of sorts that I plasticize the rest of my body into. All I’m doing is wearing a facade. But I don’t mess with all the details, if you catch my meaning.”

One particular detail immediately came to Clarke’s mind.

“Ah, yes, I believe I do.”

“Basically, when I morph into a guy, I have all the functionality of a Ken doll. Also, beards and mustaches give me fits. Don’t know why; they just do. Ask me to mimic them at your own peril.”

“Lindbeck’s cheeks are baby smooth,” Ashley said, once again engrossed in the grimoire.

“Good.” Sammy slumped back and let her arms stretch out. “Bottom line is it’s much easier for me to masquerade as women, but I can do guys in a pinch. Got pictures for me, Ash?”

“Already in your inbox.”

“Perfect. I’ll study up and be ready sometime this evening.” She leaned back in the recliner and closed her eyes.

Brooke came back less than half an hour later.

“Got one!” she declared, stepping through the door with a laden plastic bag in one hand.

“Brooke, uh …” Clarke made a wiping gesture on one side of his lips. “You’ve got something on you.”

“I do?” She wiped her free hand across her lips and studied the smear of blood. “Whoops! Guess I got carried away. Poor guy took one look at me and bolted, so I gave chase and, well, caught him.”

“With your mouth?”

“Yes?” She smiled guiltily.

“I’ll take that,” Ashley said.

Brooke handed the bag over to her.

“Thank you.” Ashley set it down next to her fountain pen, syringe, and chemical bottle. She peered into the bag and picked up the syringe. “Two letters of challenge coming right up.”
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The campus buzzed with news of the fire, and the administration swung into full damage control mode.

Yes, there had been a fire in the library’s basement, and yes, some property had been destroyed, but the losses amounted to nothing more than a few spare computers and some old furniture. Hardly worth the mention at all. The university takes the safety of all its students very, very seriously and will be launching an investigation into the cause of the fire in conjunction with local law enforcement. Expect more news to follow, but the initial findings reveal the cause to be faulty wiring in the basement. As a precautionary measure, power to the basement will be switched off for the foreseeable future and blah-blah-blah-blah-blah.

Clarke found it almost comical to watch.

The days passed much as they had before Emma and Ashley had opened his eyes. His human classmates in Calculus 2 no longer remembered Heinrich—they thought the substitute professor had been there from the start, that no one with the name “Otto Heinrich” had ever taught at CCU—and the demihumans among them kept their mouths shut.

Monday night, Sammy delivered both letters of challenge without incident. Clarke and Brooke provided her with an overwatch of sorts, keeping their eyes—and, in Brooke’s case, ears and nose—alert for any signs of trouble, but none came, and both vampires received their “flaming poop bags” through their proxy thralls.

After that, it was simply a matter of waiting and watching for the results.

They didn’t have long to wait.

“Did you two see the news?” Brooke asked on Tuesday, meeting up with Clarke and Emma at the apartment after school. Her ears and face were already looking better. She took off her sunglasses, revealing her still-missing eye, and sat down across from them.

“You mean how half of Rost’s coaching staff suddenly decided to ‘retire’?” Clarke asked.

“Yeah, they on the list of thralls?”

“All but one,” Emma said. “Trevor Walton, the cornerback coach. He could have been a thrall Heinrich didn’t know about. Or an unlucky bystander. No real way for us to be sure.”

Brooke’s ears drooped. “You really think that may be true? That we’re responsible for an innocent death?”

“We knew something like this could happen, and besides, every thrall is innocent when you get right down to it. But what can we do about that? We can’t ignore them, not when they’re so brainwashed they’ll die protecting their masters. They need to be taken out of the picture if we’re to have a clear shot at the vampires.”

“But …”

“I wish there was a better way. I really do.”

“Brooke, I hear your concerns.” Clarke leaned in and spoke softly. “But we’re up against monsters. Inhuman killers who view people as nothing but food, who feel no remorse for the lives they take. You saw all the bodies strung up in Plainsborough’s meat locker. That’s what we’re trying to stop. We rid this campus of vampires and we’ll have saved—I don’t know how many lives, but it’ll be a lot!”

“I know. I just …”

“You wish no one had to get hurt.”

“I guess so.” Her fingers traced around the healing eye. “At least, no one besides us.”

“You know that won’t work. We either fight the vampires with every ounce of our strength, or we sit back and accept the status quo. Accept their dominion over us. We try to half-ass this, and it’ll be our names that pop up in the news next.”

“I know, Clarke.” Brooke took a deep breath. “I know.”

“And it’s not like we put a gun to the man’s head and pulled the trigger,” Emma added. “Whether or not he was a thrall, he died because a vampire or an agent of one killed him.”

Brooke nodded slowly.

Clarke thought he understood why this one death bothered her so much when all the others hadn’t. Monsters were monsters, zombies were already dead, and thralls weren’t too far behind either. Yes, they were living, breathing human beings, but their brains had been turned into cottage cheese by the vampires. What was the worse option: condemning them to a life of slavery or granting them release through death?

Clarke didn’t have a good answer, but he did know killing vampires would make the world a better place, and he took solace in that.

“What now?” Brooke asked after a long pause.

“The fighting will likely grow worse,” Emma said. “Plainsborough has made her first move, which indicates she’s blaming the library attack on her rival. I doubt Rost will take her counterstroke sitting down. He’s going to strike back, and strike back hard.”

“Is there a chance he’ll flee?” Brooke asked. “Maybe try and reestablish himself in less contested territory?”

“That’s possible, but Plainsborough’s forces have been weakened thanks to us. She’s in a vulnerable state, and Rost may smell blood in the water. He may decide to go for her throat, even with the recent loss of so many thralls.”

“Whatever happens next,” Clarke said, “we need to be ready to act. You still up for this?”

“Absolutely.” Brooke sat up straight. “Clarke, you’re my mate and my alpha. I go where you go. I fight who you fight. I may not be perfectly at ease with everything that’s happening, but I’m yours until the day I die.”
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The university posted more “retirements” in the following days.

“At this rate,” Clarke said, scrolling through the news on his phone, “Sports and Library Services are both going to be ghost towns before the month is out.”

“Yeah,” Emma said, reading the same updates on her phone. “Those two are really going at it.”

“Couldn’t have happened to a nicer pair of killers.” Sammy tossed her phone onto the coffee table and sank back into the recliner. It was Thursday, and everyone had dropped by Emma’s apartment after school to discuss the latest news.

“How’s the arm doing?” Clarke asked.

“A lot better.” Sammy pulled back her sleeve and let her skin turn translucent. A scattering of dark particles clouded the interior. “Almost as good as new.”

“It looks the part. Beautiful as always.”

“Thanks.” Sammy blushed as she rolled her sleeve down.

“What about me?” Brooke asked eagerly, eyes wide, face forward. “What about me?”

“The eye looks great. You can’t even tell it was ripped out by a fire cat.”

Brooke grinned at the compliment, showing her fangs.

“The number of attacks and casualties …” Emma shook her head. “Rost and Plainsborough aren’t bothering with subtlety anymore. They want each other dead, and they don’t seem to care how they achieve that. I think we’re looking at a full-scale vendetta between the two vampires.”

“Good,” Sammy said. “The more they tear into each other, the easier it’ll be for us to take down the winner.”

“Any idea who’s winning?” Brooke asked.

“Hard to say.” Emma set her phone down on the coffee table. “Mind you, we lack the complete picture, but it feels like Rost is pulling out ahead. He consolidated after his losses earlier in the week and is really bringing the pain to Plainsborough. Honestly, I’m surprised. I thought Plainsborough would wipe the floor with him.”

“This could be the result of their different magical affinities,” Clarke said. “Sure, both of them have lost a lot of minions, but Rost can use his magic to buff up what he has left, making each creature or thrall that much more deadly. On the other hand, Plainsborough needs to be present in the battle to use her Fire magic. Advantage, Rost.”

“Good point,” Emma said. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“And if we continue along that train of thought,” Clarke added, “then Plainsborough must see the same problem. Sure, she started with more fodder, but Rost is putting her troops through a grinder. She can’t keep fighting the way she has been, which presents her with a problem she needs to solve.”

“You think she’ll be motivated to challenge Rost directly?”

“The thought had crossed my mind.” Clarke shrugged. “Hard to say with the snippets we have, though.”

“Hold on. What’s this?” Ashley looked up from her phone. “Did any of you catch the news about the stadium?”

“No,” Emma said. “What’s going on?”

“Every event for the weekend has been canceled. Apparently, the administration decided today to replace some of the bald patches on the field.”

“They make the call to cancel everything two days before the weekend?” Sammy rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right. I know the administration’s bad, but they’re not that incompetent!”

“This doesn’t make any sense,” Brooke said. “Sure, the field could use some work, but why close down the whole stadium instead of only part of the field? And why wouldn’t they give students more notice? Don’t these sorts of projects need to be planned out ahead of time? Budgeted, bid upon, awarded, and then scheduled?”

“Very irregular.” Sammy sat forward on the edge of the recliner. “What do we think? This has got to be a cover story, right?”

“Right. But for what?” Brooke frowned as if deep in thought.

The apartment fell silent as everyone considered what they knew so far.

“Clarke, maybe there’s a connection to your theory,” Emma said at last. “Let’s say Plainsborough sees the problem the way you do, that she now needs to involve herself directly in the fighting. One option open to her is to challenge Rost to a duel. This would be more specific than the letters of challenge we created, and it makes sense on more than one level. The two vampires could use the duel to settle their grievances, and in the process, deescalate the conflict. The terms of the duel would resolve the vendetta instead of open bloodshed.”

“But if Rost is winning, why would he agree?”

“Because he knows he’ll have to face Plainsborough eventually, and with her issuing the challenge, he gets to set the terms and location. He’ll see this as an opportunity to carve off a piece of Plainsborough’s holdings, perhaps the best he’s ever had. And since Sports is his turf …”

“He picks the stadium,” Clarke finished for her. “It fits.”

“Okay, say you’re both right about all this,” Brooke began. “If the vampires really are going to duel it out at the stadium this weekend, what’s our move?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Emma smiled wickedly, her eyes turning to Clarke, who nodded knowingly.

“We stake out the stadium and, once they’ve worn each other down, we crash the party.”


Twenty-One


They broke into the stadium before sunrise Saturday morning, entering through one of the forty gates that ringed the open-air structure. They picked the one farthest from the main parking deck, hoping to reduce the chances of either vampire passing through the same gate where they could spot Brooke’s “lockpicking” job.

CCU Stadium’s seating formed two rounded tiers around the playing field. Press boxes and suites rested along the northern side, arranged in two arches: one nestled in the gap between tiers and one across the top. The stadium lights were all off, though the moon cast its pale glow over the surroundings, providing just enough light for Clarke not to trip over his own feet.

They made their way to the upper press boxes, and Brooke “lockpicked” the door by ripping it off its hinges.

“Can you make any more noise?” Sammy snapped under her breath.

“Sorry,” Brooke whispered, leaning the door against the wall gingerly, as if that would somehow hide the fact that it was no longer in the standard door position.

They filed into the unlit press box. A long table and four chairs sat in front of the windowed wall overlooking the stadium.

Clarke and the ladies hunkered down for what they expected would be a long, boring wait, punctuated at the end with terrifying violence. Everyone took turns keeping watch, with Brooke going first thanks to her werewolf eyesight. Emma and Sammy had collaborated on the food prep, and the menu consisted of stir-fry boxed meals, an entire backpack of food bars and snacks, bottled water, and two thermoses of coffee.

The sun rose, cresting over the tiered seating, and the stadium remained still as the grave.

Clarke felt surprisingly alert despite the odd hours he’d kept recently. Sammy and Emma drained most of one thermos, and Ashley took a few sips—perhaps out of politeness—but neither he nor Brooke required a pick-me-up. Did the shifter magic he now shared with her explain his added pep?

The day dragged on, and he joined Emma by the window. He sat on the floor next to her as she scanned the stadium with her binoculars. They’d made a point to stay clear of the windows as much as possible and to keep a low profile.

“Looks like those plans to rework the field were bogus,” Clarke said.

“It was a lame cover story anyway.” She lowered her binoculars.

“Think the vampires will show?”

“If they do, it’ll be long after dark. They’re not going to duke it out in the sun.”

“Guess it’s a case of hurry up and wait for us, then.”

“Yep.” Emma sighed and sat back. “I don’t mind keeping watch, but now I’m getting hungry.”

“Want me to grab you something?”

She glanced back at him and smiled slyly. “Wrong kind of hunger.”

“Ah. Then not something a boxed lunch would solve.”

“Nope!”

“You’re insatiable.”

She giggled.

“Sorry, but you’re going to have to tough this one out. At least until tomorrow.”

“Oh, but, Clarke”—she ran her hand across his thigh, tracking inward—“my meal is sitting right next to me.”

“Aren’t we trying to keep a low profile? You know, stay out of sight; not make a lot of noise.”

“I can be discreet.”

Clarke raised an eyebrow.

“Really, I can.”

“Perhaps you should keep an eye on the stadium for now.”

“If you insist.”

She raised the binoculars and began another sweep of the stadium, but then stopped all of a sudden.

“Oh!” She shifted onto her stomach, chest propped up by her elbows. “Got something. A man coming up the stairs on the eastern side.”

Clarke turned over onto his hands and knees and crawled up beside her.

“Where?”

“There.” She pointed.

“Okay, I see him. What do you make of him?”

“Not sure. Maybe a scout from Plainsborough? Here to scope out the dueling pitch? Or one of Rost’s boys sent to check on it.”

“A thrall, then?”

“That’s my guess. We’re too far away to be sure, though.”

Clarke waited quietly next to Emma as she tracked the man. Whoever he was, he walked out onto the field and began a slow circuit around the tracks.

Sammy oozed up to the window and then splorped into human form wearing only underwear.

“What are we all staring at?” she whispered.

“There’s a⁠—”

“Hey!” Brooke crashed next to the trio. “Something out there?”

Clarke grimaced at the interruptions, then said, “Possible thrall on the field.”

He pointed the man out.

“He doesn’t look familiar,” Brooke said. “I don’t remember him from Heinrich’s list.”

“He’s up to no good,” Sammy said. “I can tell. Want me to get rid of him?”

“No,” Clarke replied. “Let’s all hang back and watch for now.”

The man completed his circuit around the field and then hurried out of the stadium through one of the eastern gates.

“There, see?” Clarke said. “The problem took care of itself.”

“Still would have been more fun to give him explosive diarrhea.”
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Three more people showed up during the day, but even with Brooke’s eyesight and Emma’s binoculars, they only managed to identify one: a thrall from Rost who switched on the stadium’s main lights before leaving.

The sun set, and everyone made sure they were fed, hydrated, caffeinated, and ready for action. Ashley and Emma tag teamed surveillance duty while Brooke and Sammy stood by at the back of the press box. Clarke lay on the floor between Ashley and Emma; he wanted to see what they were up against before heading out.

A ripple ran through his senses, and for a moment, he thought he’d bitten his inner lip and drawn blood.

“Emma?”

“I feel it, too,” the succubus replied, lying on her stomach next to Ashley. “Damn, that’s strong!”

“It would seem the newcomer isn’t interested in hiding,” Ashley whispered. “I’m sensing Armor, Strength, Resist Fire, Speed, and maybe a few others in the mix. That’s Rost all right, and he’s prepped for war.”

“He’s the weaker of the two?” Clarke asked. “Damn!”

“Here he comes now.” Emma offered him the binoculars. “Get a good look.”

Rost’s party of four marched onto the field through one of the western gates and stopped in the home team’s endzone: a swath of red grass with the fearsome name of CHESTNUTS written in bold white letters. No one liked the name—least of all the students—and the mascot costume was just an embarrassment to everyone involved.

Rost was a middle-aged man with broad shoulders, thick arms, no neck, and a shaven head. He kept his beard trim and wore a pair of sports glasses secured by a flexible band, and walked with a swagger so pronounced it was like he wore it as a shield against the lameness of his employer’s mascot. But because he was a vampire, after all, mere swagger wasn’t enough.

He set an obsidian war hammer on the ground and rested his hands atop the shaft.

A golem composed of rebar and warped I-beams trudged alongside him, and two humans brought up the rear—not zombies but thralls judging by how fluidly they moved. Both men were armed with revolvers and swords.

A dozen women shambled out onto the field to join the vampire, all of them clad in red-and-white tops and skirts, but with decidedly less pep than Clarke was accustomed to seeing from them.

Clarke couldn’t believe his eyes.

“He turned the cheerleader squad into zombies?”

Emma pulled the binoculars over and stole a glance.

“Don’t think so. They look too decayed for that. I’d say he and his thralls dug up this lot to bulk up their numbers.”

“So he raised a bunch of zombies and dressed them all in cheerleader outfits? What kind of a twisted mind would do that?”

“Maybe he really likes cheerleaders.”

Clarke had barely shaken off the chill of that uncomfortable imagery when a second spike of magic shuddered through his being—this one heated and raw, yet tinged with that universal taste of blood.

“And there’s his opponent,” Ashley whispered.

Plainsborough and her feline companion entered the stadium from the eastern gate and walked out onto the visiting team’s endzone. She was an old, shriveled stick of a woman, with sunken cheeks and a frizz of gray hair. The knitted sweater she wore gave her a homely, welcoming appearance, but the burning sickle she held told a very different story. She wasn’t trying to fight off any lame associations like Rost was. Even in that stereotypical cardigan, she knew she was bad as hell, and ready to fuck up anyone who thought otherwise. The sickle was just an accessory.

And because a librarian could never be without her library cat, a single pyrelynx followed her onto the field, its hide ablaze with corpse fire.

“Time to move into position,” Clarke said softly, backing away from the window.
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Clarke led Brooke and Sammy down through the stadium to a tunnel that exited onto the field. They stopped at the end and peered out at the two vampires, ready to do battle, but blissfully unaware of the real threat lurking in the shadows.

“What?” Plainsborough shouted from her endzone.

An indistinct murmur responded from across the field.

“What?”

The murmur repeated, only louder.

“Rost, I can’t hear a fucking word you’re saying! Speak up!”

The vampire on the other side of the field waved an arm angrily, and one of his thralls ran off the field. The man came back with a megaphone.

“I said—” The megaphone squawked from feedback, and he paused before continuing. “I said, in accordance with the customs laid down by the Academy of Silence, and under the aegis of the Throne of Shadows, we hereby pledge to settle our dispute through ritual⁠—”

“Oh, pull your head out of your ass, Rost! We know why we’re here!”

“Don’t interrupt me!” Rost shouted, his megaphone squawking again. “I’ve got a lot to say to you!”

“That makes two of us.”

“Anyway, where was I …?” The megaphone magnified a paper shuffling sound. “Damn it. I’ve lost my place.”

“You’ve always been in the dark, Rost. You should be used to it by now.”

“Would you give me a moment, please? We’re supposed to follow the steps!” The vampire shuffled more papers around. “Ah, here it is. Says here we’re required to try one final time to resolve our dispute peacefully before we engage in ritual combat.”

“Great! I’ll accept your apology and tribute now.”

“I’m not apologizing for anything! You killed my favorite thrall!”

“You killed my favorite thrall!”

“You burned my grimoire!”

“You burned down my lair!”

“What the hell are you talking about? That wasn’t me.”

“Yes, it was!”

“No, it wasn’t! You did that to yourself! Seriously, who guards a library with fire monsters?”

“It’s what I’m good at!”

“Are you also good at not setting your own place on fire?”

“Fuck you, Rost!”

“Well, fuck you right back!”

“Fuck you times infinity!”

“What the hell does that even mean?”

“It means we’re done talking!”

Plainsborough bared her fangs and hissed, levitating off the ground. Rost hissed right back, but the effect was somewhat less intimidating because he was still holding the megaphone. He realized this and handed the megaphone back to a thrall, who tried to juggle it with the pistol and sword but only succeeded in dropping all three.

Rost gave the thrall an exasperated look and waited for him to pick up his weapons. Then he took hold of his war hammer and pointed it down the field. The cheerleader zombies launched themselves into a chaotic, shambling run reminiscent of a weird-ass, terrible halftime dance routine, limbs flailing as they almost tripped over themselves. The metal golem exhaled green, glowing smoke from its chest and lumbered forward.

“Zombies, Rost? Am I supposed to be frightened?”

Rost shouted something back, but his words were drowned out by the moans of his troops.

“I can’t hear you!” Plainsborough stroked the pyrelynx’s burning hide, and the creature shot across the field, leaving a trail of smoke and embers.

Clarke leaned back from the archway and spoke softly to Brooke and Sammy.

“Both of you head that way.” He pointed down a side passage. “Try to reach Rost’s endzone. We’ll catch them from both sides. Wait as long as you can before attacking, but use your judgment. When one of us jumps into the fight, we all do. Got it?”

Both of them nodded.

“Good. Now go!”

They took off down the passage, and Clarke turned back to observe the battle.

The two forces began to converge with Rost and Plainsborough both trailing their frontline forces with the leisurely pace of commanders confident of victory.

The pyrelynx reached the cheerleaders near the 50-yard line and vomited all over them. Four zombies lit up like dry underbrush soaked in gasoline. They wailed, foul smoke billowing upward until they dropped to the ground in flaming heaps.

The remaining zombies shambled on, indifferent to fear or pain⁠—

—or any sense of tactical awareness.

They marched straight over the lit bodies, igniting themselves in the process. The center of the field blazed with a dozen flaming, moaning cheerleader zombies who collapsed one by one.

“I’m not impressed, Rost!”

Plainsborough conjured a ball of fire and flung it with a sidearm throw. The ball struck Rost’s golem in the chest and exploded with a sharp, fiery crack, enveloping the construct. It marched through the fire, its chest scorched but otherwise unharmed.

Rost shouted something down the field.

“Still can’t hear you!” Plainsborough spat, readying another fireball.

Rost picked up the megaphone. “Neither am I, you hag!”

“Neither what?”

“Impressed! I’m not impressed! That much should be obvious!”

Plainborough bared her fangs and threw the second fireball. It cracked against the golem in a brief snap-flash of arcane energy.

“Shoot her down!” Rost ordered.

His thralls opened fire with their pistols. None of the shots even came close, and one zinged off the arch over the visiting team’s tunnel. Clarke’s heart leaped into his throat as he ducked inside.

“Not from here, you idiots!” Rost shouted to his thralls, the megaphone blaring into their ears. “She’s an evasive airborne target! Get closer first!”

The thralls obeyed, though one covered his ears as he advanced.

The pyrelynx spat phlegm all over the metal golem, but all that seemed to accomplish was turning it into a flaming metal golem. It stomped toward the pyrelynx and swung at it with a clenched fist made of rebar. The pyrelynx darted away from the ponderous attack.

Rost’s thralls reached the midfield and rattled off more shots. Plainsborough dodged back and forth, leaving shadowy afterimages in her wake. One lucky bullet hit her, and she glanced down at the hole in her sweater. She stuck a thumb through the hole with … less irritation than Clarke had expected, actually, given librarians’ love of their cardigans.

Still, as if in revenge, her pyrelynx rounded the metal golem and pounced on one of Rost’s thralls, digging into flesh with superheated claws and teeth. The man screamed—briefly—before the lynx tore out his throat.

“Damn it!” Rost shouted, still using his megaphone. “I really liked that one!”

“Then you shouldn’t have picked this fight!”

All surviving combatants had collected near the center of the field. Clarke eased out of the tunnel, then scaled a wall up to the bottom tier and used a row of seats for cover as he advanced.

Plainsborough raised a clenched fist, green light leaking through her fingers. She made a sharp throwing gesture, but only a fine, sparkling mist came out, settling upon the field like a swarm of tiny, harmless fireflies. A pistol shot hissed past her head, and she hovered back.

Rost’s remaining thrall ran after her, feverishly reloading his weapon. Which was how he discovered the truth of the pretty green sparkles. He stepped onto the glittering grass, which erupted into a great green fireball. Scorched pieces of the thrall rained down all across the football field.

“Did you like that one, too?” Plainsborough spat.

“Eh. He was kind of middling.”

Rost chucked the megaphone over his shoulder and twohanded his war hammer. The pyrelynx charged him like a green comet, and he swung for its head, war hammer shattering the monster’s skull. The monster collapsed onto its side, and the golem stomped over, crushing its exposed belly under one massive, metal boot.

“You’re looking a bit lonely up there!” Rost taunted, resting the war hammer on his shoulder.

“I’m more than enough!”

“You think?” Rost pointed his hammer at the golem. “I sank every buff I’ve got into this guy.”

“He’s got to reach me first.”

“I thought of that, too,” Rost said, and the golem dropped a harpoon connected to its forearm by a long, heavy chain.

Plainsborough eyed it, her face a serene mask.

“You want to keep going?” Rost rested his war hammer on a shoulder. “Or shall we talk?”

Plainsborough sneered at him, but then her face relaxed, became placid. She floated to the ground.

“Fine, Rost. Let’s talk.”

With Plainsborough’s back turned to him, Clarke saw his chance and decided to take it. He crouched at the end of a row and summoned his thirstblade. The sword formed a shaft of bloody light in his hands, hungering for more, thirsting for life—his or that of his enemies, it didn’t matter.

He fed the summoned weapon, let it grow fat on his own lifeforce. The effort drained him, dangerously so, to the point where stars flitted across his vision. But the blood payment opened the right doors, gave him access to the right spells. He needed to strike a decisive blow, from here and without warning, and he knew exactly which spell to cast.

He swung the sword, cutting across with enough arcane force to leave a livid wound upon the air itself. A line of red energy formed across Plainsborough’s neck, glowing and pulsating. She turned to face the source of the attack, perhaps instinctively, but her head kept turning, no longer moored to her shoulders, no longer restricted by skin, sinew, and bone.

She spent her last moments staring down her own back, her eyes wide with terror as her head toppled off.

The thirstblade vanished, and Clarke collapsed to his hands and knees, sucking at the delicious air. His weapon couldn’t reap a foe so far away.

“What?!” Rost whirled around, trying to look in every direction at once.

Brooke blasted onto the field, galloping toward Rost with Sammy sprinting behind her. Brooke leaped at the vampire, who swung his war hammer around and struck her hard in the chest. Bones crunched, but Brooke pushed through, closing with Rost until she sank her claws into his forearm.

The vampire bared his fangs, hissing at her, spittle flying from his gums. Brooke roared back and ripped off one of the vampire’s hands. He backpedaled, still holding his weapon, and Brooke dropped to her knees, one arm clutching her ribs.

Rost raised the war hammer singlehanded, ready to bring it down on Brooke’s head, but Sammy lashed out, ensnaring the weapon in two overstretched arms. She yanked on the hammer, but Rost yanked back harder, pulling the weapon free.

The metal golem lurched around, facing Brooke.

Clarke grabbed a seatback and hauled himself upright. He told himself he’d found his second wind; even if that was a lie, he ignored the fog in his head, vaulted over the barrier at the bottom of the stands, and ran across the field. The thirstblade snapped into existence in his hand once more, and he sprinted toward the golem from behind, gulping down air the whole way.

The golem either didn’t see him or ignored him entirely as it trudged after Brooke. Clarke slashed through one of its legs, cutting cleanly through rebar wrapped around an I-beam “bone,” and the creature toppled.

Rost swung his war hammer in a wide, continuous arc while Sammy and Brooke held their distance.

“Do you have any idea who you’re dealing with?” Rost snarled, fangs long and glistening. “I will reap your entire families! I will bathe in the blood of⁠—”

“Now!” Clarke shouted, casting Blood Freeze. The spell taxed his already strained body, but the effect rippled through Rost, immediate and devastating. It didn’t stop the vampire—he was too powerful for that—but his muscles spasmed, launching the weapon from his fingers mid-arc.

Sammy snagged one of his arms and tugged him off balance while Brooke lunged at him. Her claws sank into his belly, and her teeth punctured his throat. She ripped his abdomen open, spilling out his intestines, then crunched down on his neck.

“I! Cannot! Die!” the vampire rasped, blood pulsing from his ruined throat. He thrashed against Sammy’s grip and beat on Brooke with his bloody stump.

“I think you can.” Clarke shoved his sword into the vampire, burying it to the hilt.

“I … I …”

The life leaked out of the vampire, and the thirstblade drank it in, flooding Clarke’s body with renewed vigor.

“Prove us wrong.”

“I …”

Rost’s eyes rolled back into his head, and his body slackened. The war hammer on the ground splintered into a thousand tinkling, obsidian shards. Green steam exhaled from the fallen golem, and its many parts collapsed into a junk pile.

An electric silence settled over the carnage of the stadium, startling in its contrast to the moments before. No one moved, as if afraid movement would draw out some hidden surprise—but soon the tense quiet settled into uneasy after-battle caution.

Brooke stood up straight and her broken ribs cracked back into place.

“You okay there?” Clarke asked.

The werewolf spat out blood. “Vampires taste like shit.”

“Then don’t swallow.”

“That’s not what you asked me to do earlier.”

Clarke opened his mouth to respond, but he failed to find the words. He caught sight of Ashley and Emma hurrying down the stairs.

“Lightweight.” Sammy spread a hand over her chest. “Clarke, just for the record, I’ll swallow anything you ask me to.”

“Ladies, I hardly think now is the time to⁠—”

He was interrupted by the sound of clapping. The noise echoed across the empty stadium. Not a celebratory clap, but one with a slow, perhaps even a sarcastic cadence. All five of them turned to face the source.

There it was—the hidden surprise.

Otto Heinrich walked leisurely out onto the field, applauding them with a huge grin on his fanged face.


Twenty-Two


“Marvelous!” the vampire declared. “Simply marvelous! I couldn’t have hoped for a better outcome!”

“Heinrich?!” Clarke recast his shield.

“The one and only.”

“But we killed you!”

“Did you now?” The vampire brushed something off his shoulder. “I seem to have missed the memo.”

“You were impaled through the heart. I chopped off your head!”

“No, no, no.” He wagged a finger. “You beheaded my decoy. A young, risen vampire in my service, wrapped in spells to make him appear as if he were me. A rather disturbed specimen, actually. He won’t be missed.”

Brooke bared her teeth, a growl emanating from deep in her chest.

“Get ready, ladies!” Clarke summoned his weapon. “Looks like we’ve got one more vampire to kill!”

“Yes, yes. We could fight.” Heinrich sighed. “But consider this: If I wanted you troublemakers dead, I would have already struck. I love theatrics as much as the next bloodsucker, but this would be a bit too stupid, don’t you think?”

“Then why are we talking and not fighting?”

“Because I wish to talk.” He stopped a healthy distance from the party. “Care to hear what I have to say?”

The vampire was too far away for anything but Scarlet Slash and would undoubtedly be on guard. Clarke glanced to his companions, but all four looked as confused as he was. How had they missed the presence of a fourth vampire? How had Heinrich fooled them? Had there been any warnings, any clues they’d missed?

“The spells,” he said, every muscle in his body tense and ready for action.

“Pardon?” Heinrich replied.

“The spells embedded in the grimoire. They were too strong, too skillfully crafted. We should have known something was wrong back then.”

“Yes, you should have.” The vampire chuckled. “Does this mean you’ve decided to talk? Or are you still hellbent on challenging me?”

“Fine. If you want to talk, then get on with it.”

“Splendid.” He gestured to the corpses, carnage, and small fires littering the football field. “I have been following your little group’s progress with great interest.”

“Following us? How?”

“Through my grimoire, of course.” He twirled a hand vaguely. “Well, one of them. I prepared that volume with a host of protective spells, including Far Sight.”

Ashley gasped.

“Missed that one, didn’t you?” Heinrich’s eyes gleamed. “I’ve been watching you through the book ever since you stole it. And what did I spy with my little, bookish eye?” He extended both arms to Clarke. “Why, a blood knight, in the flesh!”

“Congratulations. You found us out. So what?”

“Naturally, I could have used this information to eliminate all five of you. But I didn’t. Why? Because I see your potential.” He grinned toothily. “Consider this business with Rost and Plainsborough as your final exam. One that you passed with flying colors.”

“An exam? For what?”

“To determine if you have what it takes to become my servants.” The vampire held up a finger. “Not thralls, mind you. Servants. Agents of my domain.”

“Us? Work for a vampire? Ridiculous!”

“Is it now?”

“What makes you believe we’d ever serve you?”

“Because we all want the same thing.”

“What? More dead vampires?”

“Precisely!” Heinrich spread his arms. “And I can help you achieve that goal. As many corpses as you want!”

Clarke shook his head in disbelief. “You want us to kill vampires?”

“Indeed, I do.”

“Just not you, I take it.”

“Naturally.” He dipped his head.

“What? Are you hoping to move up in the world or something?”

“Ah, there it is! Your gray cells are starting to rub against each other, and the friction is birthing new thoughts. You’re close to the truth. My goals are … more immediate. More local. It’s why I’m here, at this university, disguised as I am.”

“Disguised?”

Heinrich smiled. “Appearances can be misleading.”

“Like your decoy?”

“Ha! Quite so!”

“Why us?”

“Why not? You’re a blood knight, after all. A slayer of vampires.”

“And I see a vampire standing right in front of me.”

“True, true. But, as I said, I can help you kill so many more. All I ask in return is your cooperation. Doesn’t that sound like a fair exchange?”

Clarke looked to his companions once more and gauged their responses. None had spoken up during the whole conversation, and now he saw why. They were all conflicted, unsure what to make of this Faustian deal.

So was he, but a decision had to be made, and if no one else was willing to step forward, the decision fell to him.

He knew deep down, in both heart and mind, which call he needed to make.

“You’re right about one thing,” he told Heinrich.

“What’s that?”

“We do have one goal in common, but that’s where it ends. Our ultimate goal is to free humanity, even if we can only achieve it one dead vampire at a time. We’re fighting to free people from the horrors of your kind. You don’t want— No, you can’t want the same thing, and that simple fact makes us enemies, no matter how much honey you pour over your words.”

“I see,” Heinrich replied stiffly, then swept his gaze over the others. “Does this man speak for all of you?”

“He does,” Emma said without hesitation.

“He’s my alpha,” Brooke added. “Oppose him, and you oppose me.”

Ashley’s hairband glowed fiercely. “We will chart our own path, vampire.”

“Come on!” Sammy bounced on her heels and raised her fists like a boxer. “Let’s trounce this sucker!”

“Very well.” Heinrich sighed and spread his open palms. “This, too, is an acceptable result.”

A magic circle lit up beneath his feet.

“You should know, young blood knight, that you won’t be facing a risen this time.”

The corpses around them began to stir, to converge.

“I am pureblood, born over two hundred years ago. In my homeland, they called me Nachtpirscher.” He grinned malevolently. “The Night Stalker.”

Two corpse golems rose to their feet on either side of the vampire, but they were nothing like the golem from the decoy’s lair. Their limbs were crafted from the bodies of dead humans, but their cores came from Rost and Plainsborough. One of the corpse golems raised a fist made out of five hands and conjured a glowing ball of green fire. The other summoned a giant war hammer and cast Strength and Armor upon itself.

“Try not to die too quickly,” Heinrich taunted. “I enjoy playing with my food.”

The fire golem launched its spell, and the party scattered, Ashley and Emma taking flight.

The explosion threw Clarke back, and his barrier shimmered. He steadied himself with one hand on the turf then ran to the side, circling the two corpse golems. The Rost-thing stomped toward him, while the Plainsborough-thing readied another spell. Heinrich turned his back to the action and casually walked away, which Clarke was fine with; two super golems were trouble enough!

“Sammy, distract the hammer golem! Brooke, on me! We’ll tag team the caster!”

“Got it!” the ladies replied in stereo.

Sammy sprinted one way while Brooke galloped toward him. His path converged with the werewolf’s as they circled the golems. The fire golem unleashed another attack, but missed, and the green bolt exploded against the stands.

“Now!”

Clarke and Brooke rushed the golem, splitting to either side at the last moment. His thirstblade hewed through one of the golem’s corpse-legs, and it staggered forward as Brooke mauled its casting arm with teeth and claws. The werewolf’s arms became savage blurs that sent chunks of flesh flying.

Still, barely hindered, the golem raised its undamaged arm, clenched its finger-hands together, and pale light bled through the gaps.

Clarke hacked the arm off at the creature’s “elbow.” The appendage thunked heavily to the ground, and its arcane light faded to rising sparks.

Brooke snatched the chance to leap onto the golem’s back. The creature tried to throw her off, but she sank her claws in deep and began to rip it apart. Someone’s arm arced through the air, followed by a lifeless head and organs slick with blood. Clarke sliced across the chest, and more of its ramshackle body parts spilled out.

He and Brooke hacked and ripped and slashed and chomped and tore until the air stank of blood and the ground turned crimson. The golem faltered, sinking to what remained of its broken limbs. Brooke reached deep into the creature, her fur matted with blood up past the elbows. Her back and shoulder muscles flexed, and she snarled.

Bones cracked, muscles ripped, and she sundered the golem’s main body into two. Both halves collapsed to the ground with Brooke crouched on top, triumphant.

“Now the Rost-thing!” Clarke shouted. “Converge and attack!”

Brooke snarled, her maw dripping with blood as she leaped off the broken golem. She hit the ground on all fours and galloped toward the second. Clarke ran after her but couldn’t match her speed.

Sammy held one of the golem’s arms in the tentative grip of her stretched arms—but the creature brought its hammer around in a brutal arc, forcing her to let go and whip her limbs back. She was still well within its range, though, and the golem raised its hammer, stomping forward, ready to bring the weapon down on her.

Clarke cast Blood Freeze, and the hammer shuddered at its zenith. It didn’t stop the weapon, but it granted Sammy the precious moment she needed to dash clear. The golem followed through, and its hammer struck earth, blasting grass and dirt into the air.

Brooke tackled the golem from behind. She lashed at its back, but her claws struggled to find purchase. Weaves of magic toughened its flesh and fortified its bones. The golem’s arm bent in an unnatural direction, and it swung the hammer at its own body.

“Brooke!” Clarke shouted, too late.

The hammer head slammed into the werewolf, throwing her clear. She hit the ground hard and tumbled across the turf until she stopped herself, rebounding onto all fours. She bared her teeth at the monster.

The golem raised its hammer and stomped toward her.

Sammy whirled her arms into a lasso, snared the weapon, and yanked back, slowing the creature.

“Now!” Clarke shouted, charging in. He cut into the monster’s flank, and guts from its many bodies spilled out.

Brooke rammed her shoulder into one of the golem’s legs, and the creature lost its footing. It toppled forward, landing with a wet crunch. She leaped onto its back once more and thrashed at its meat with her claws. Clarke carved through one of its shoulders, and the arm gripping the hammer stopped moving. Sammy formed her hands into mallets and pounded at the opposite arm, pulverizing the appendage until it was nothing but crimson pulp.

“Clarke, watch out!” Emma shouted from high above. “It’s getting back up!”

He glanced up at the succubus, saw where she was pointing, then spun around. The Plainsborough golem was reforming, broken and bloody chunks pulling together like iron filings next to a magnet. A magic circle glowed underneath it, while a second point flickered amidst the stands.

Clarke’s eyes tracked up and across to the second glow, only to find Heinrich lounging in a seat, feet propped up on the next row down. The vampire gave him an insulting little wave.

A second circle lit under his feet, and the arm he’d just cut off slithered over to the main body. Bones and tendons reached out in either direction, and the joint reknit itself with a grotesque series of cracks and squelches.

Clarke and the others backed away from the Rost golem as it rose back to its feet. An explosive bolt flew over their heads and detonated against the stands.

“We can’t keep this up forever!” Sammy shouted, backpedaling.

“It’s Heinrich. We need to take him out!” Clarke stole a quick look toward the stands.

Heinrich blew them all a kiss.

“What about these two things?” Sammy asked urgently. “We’re going to get pulverized and exploded if we ignore them!”

“Hold them off,” Clarke said. “I’ll take down the vampire.”

“What? Alone?”

“You have a better idea?”

“But …” Sammy couldn’t find the words.

“Go, Clarke.” Emma flew in low, unfurling her bat wings. “Let us ladies handle the golems.”

“What are you thinking?” Sammy snapped. “You can’t fight!”

“No, but we can distract them.” Ashley joined Emma, her halo shining like a broken ring of liquid gold. “Go! We have your back!”

The fire golem readied another spell. Emma and Ashley swooped toward it.

The hammer golem lumbered forward. Brooke and Sammy charged it head on.

“Thanks,” Clarke said, too softly for any of them to hear. He locked eyes with Heinrich and crossed the field, arms and legs pumping. He cast Fly, and took one long, floating leap up to the stands, landing in an aisle. His opponent looked at him like he was a ball or souvenir t-shirt thrown into the crowd.

“Oh, I suppose I should stand up for this.” Heinrich swung his boots off the seat back and rose to his feet. He rounded the seat at a casual pace and stopped opposite Clarke in the aisle.

The vampire smirked at him and spread his hands, summoning an obsidian longsword in one and a dagger in the other. He crossed his arms over his chest and bowed.

Clarke took no time for theatrics. He cast Scarlet Slash. The thirstblade tore through the air, and a matching rip cut across Heinrich.

Except it didn’t.

The shadowy afterimage of the vampire dissolved. The floating slash vanished, and the vampire walked calmly over to take its place.

“Nice try, blood knight, but I’ve faced your kind before.”

The cost of the spell slammed into Clarke, and he almost dropped to one knee. His heart raced, fear prickling across his skin. Scarlet Slash was his best shot at taking Heinrich down, but this time it had backfired, weakening him against the most terrifying foe of his life.

Heinrich raised his weapons into a two-handed fighting stance.

“Gotten that out of your system? Good.” The vampire shot forward, leaving a streak of shadow in his wake. He cleared the distance with inhuman speed, and Clarke barely brought his sword up in time. Their blades clashed, sparking with arcane energies, and Clarke tried to shove the vampire back.

It was like pushing against a mountain.

“You’re starting to see it now, aren’t you?” Heinrich thrust with his dagger, forcing Clarke back.

“See what?”

“That I’m toying with you.” The vampire advanced on him, and their swords clashed again.

Clarke tried to bring his sword around, to come at the vampire’s side, but Heinrich was too fast, too skilled. He parried the attack, still advancing, dagger darting this way and that, flashing against Clarke’s shield, draining his defenses one prick at a time.

Clarke struggled to keep track of both weapons. He’d never faced a fighting style like this; hell, he had almost zero experience with a sword! What was he supposed to do against a two-hundred-year-old vampire?

“You have potential. But your technique?” Heinrich made a tut-tut sound. “It doesn’t impress.”

“What the hell do you care?”

“That’s not the question you should be asking!” The vampire lunged, and his dagger struck once more. Clarke’s shield splintered into a shower of red glass, and the blade cut across his thigh.

He backpedaled, a fiery blight spreading through his leg. He fought the urge to scream.

“Marvelous.” Heinrich raised the dagger. Its sheen of dark liquid caught the light. “To think you still stand, even after tasting Agony’s bite. The slime girl’s influence, no doubt. Oh, you have such beautiful potential.”

Clarke knew he was running out of options. He couldn’t let the vampire pick him apart, and so he went on the offensive, swinging furiously. Heinrich blocked each attack with almost contemptuous ease. The vampire’s eyes flashed, and he became shadow, swooping around Clarke.

The dagger slashed at him, again and again, cutting across his arms, legs, and the back of his neck. Fresh pain blossomed across his entire body, and he dropped to his knees. He gritted his teeth and cast Purify, but it only dulled the symptoms.

Heinrich stood before him, the dagger at his throat. He gazed down at Clarke as if appraising him.

“We will have to do something about your technique.”

“What are you getting on at?” Clarke growled.

“Still don’t get it? Well, I suppose you have been a bit distracted. The question you should be asking yourself is why you aren’t dead? Why are none of you dead?”

“Because you want something.”

“Correct.” Heinrich dipped his head ever so slightly. “And that something is my very own blood knight. I will mold you as I see fit, forge you into my executioner.” He smiled, fangs gleaming. “You will kill so many vampires for me.”

“I refuse!”

“Oh, come now. Whose blade is at whose throat? Your life is too valuable to be thrown away on a whim. And besides, yours isn’t the only life at stake.” The vampire’s eyes darted toward the field and the sound of battle.

“You keep your hands off them!” Clarke spat.

“You care for them, don’t you?” He pressed the dagger in. “What if I told you they need not die? That none of you need to die.”

Clarke leaned back from the tip.

“If you won’t enter into my service willingly—if you refuse to be my servant—then I will make you my slave. Those women shall be your chains. I will spare them, even protect them for you. All I require is you on your knees. Are you willing to fight for them?”

“Yes,” he grunted through clenched teeth.

“Would you be willing to die for them?”

“Yes.”

“And why is that? Tell me. I wish to hear it.”

“It’s because I love them!” he shouted.

His voice rang out across the stadium, so loud it shocked him, clear enough to eclipse the raging battle behind him. The entire field held its collective breath, and he felt four gazes upon his back, fleetingly given in the chaos, but each distinct.

He didn’t understand how he felt this, how he knew each woman had turned her eyes toward him in that moment.

But it had happened.

He knew this to be true.

And he knew he couldn’t let them down, couldn’t exchange them like coins with this monster. They were all beautiful to him, both outside and within, and he would never betray them.

He would protect them.

Even at the cost of his own life.

“Very good.” Heinrich removed the dagger and took a step back. “Now, my young executioner, swear allegiance to me.”

The battle on the field stopped, and he sensed their gazes again. They saw him, defeated and on his knees before the pureblood vampire, and it hurt to think he’d let them down, that they believed this fiend had broken him.

But he was not broken.

He would not betray them.

He would fight for them. For as long as he still breathed.

Clarke made his decision.

He gathered what remained of his strength⁠—

—and cast Sacrifice.

The total sum of his life poured into the thirstblade, draining him to within an inch of death. That much he’d expected, but something else happened. Something alien to his blood magic. A kernel within his mind opened, blossoming like a flower, its ethereal vines reaching out, intertwining with his thoughts.

He remembered the last time he’d seen that magical flower petal motif.

It was the magic he’d gained from Ixia; it had fused with Sacrifice, just as Emma’s magic had fused with Power Graft, and the transformed spell blazed in his mind like the sun.

The thirstblade ignited with enough force to throw Heinrich back. Lightning crackled across Clarke’s body, and red steam rose from his skin. His eyes became two points of fire, and he rose, swinging his sword in a swift arc.

Heinrich was off balance from the blast but not defenseless, and he brought his longsword down to meet Clarke’s stroke. The two blades met in a flash of red and green lightning that snapped outward, blasting away chairs and chunks of concrete.

The obsidian longsword trembled in Heinrich’s hands, blurred like a tuning fork, and then shattered. Clarke cut upward. He cleaved Heinrich in two from hip to shoulder, the stroke leaving a glowing fissure that expanded, spreading veins of red light throughout the vampire. His flesh crisped, bulged—and then he exploded into a shower of blood and viscera. Snaps of red energy arced across the ground where he once stood.

The two corpse golems collapsed into ugly piles of meat.

The light around Clarke faded, manifesting for a brief moment like a rain of blood-soaked petals. He dropped to his hands and knees, and the women of Broken Fang raced toward him. His thirstblade drank in the vampire’s vanquished life, replenishing all that he’d given and more, but the seesaw toward death and back left his head spinning and his body shaken.

“Clarke!”

He grabbed a seatback and hauled himself upright. His clothes were soaked with Heinrich’s blood.

“CLARKE!”

Emma reached him first, flying over the stands to throw her arms around him. Her shoes touched the ground, and her wings wrapped around him. She pulled him tight, her head pressed against his neck.

“Oh, Clarke!” She was almost crying.

Brooke caught up and joined the embrace, squeezing Clarke from behind. Sammy was about to follow her lead, but she hesitated when she saw the tangle of arms and wings already present, and she held off. Ashley landed next to them, a happy smile on her face.

“Hey there,” Clarke said softly. “Are all of you all right?”

“Are we all right?” Emma held him at arm’s length, a sad, almost scolding look in her eyes. “Are you all right?”

“I think so. Just don’t let go. My legs are a bit wobbly.”

“I’ll hold you for as long as you need,” Brooke said from behind him, her arms tight around his chest.

“Did you mean it?” Sammy asked. “Really mean it?”

“Mean what?”

“The L-word, of course!”

“Oh, that.”

“Yes! That!”

Clarke glanced around, taking in their expressions. All of them watched him with nervous anticipation. Except for Brooke. He wasn’t sure what to make of her face, but then again, he still struggled to read werewolf expressions besides angry and not angry.

“Yeah, I did.” He gave them an apologetic smile. “Sorry.”

“Whatever for?” Sammy asked.

“Something like this deserved a more appropriate moment. A candlelit dinner, maybe?”

“Oh, for crying out loud, Clarke!”

“I don’t know about the rest of you,” Emma said, “but shouting it in a stadium before bloodsploding a vampire is just about the perfect way for a blood knight to say ‘I love you’.”

Clarke chuckled. “I’ll take that under advisement.”

“You know what else?” Emma said, her eyes moistening.

“What’s that?”

“We love you, too.”

She kissed him. Long and with feeling.

Brooke followed her with a wet lick of her werewolf tongue. Emma stepped aside, and Sammy planted a deep kiss on his lips. Even Ashley gave him a playful peck on the cheek.

All he could do was grin like a fool.

“All of us do.” Emma said once they’d all taken their turns. “Where would we be without you?”


Twenty-Three


Clarke and the ladies of Broken Fang headed back to the steel mill, where they burned his bloody attire in a barrel and washed up as much as possible.

“What are the police going to make of the stadium?” Clarke asked, pulling on a fresh shirt. “Between the bodies and the craters, I don’t see regular control spells keeping this quiet.”

“They won’t,” Emma said. “But as soon as this hits social media, one of the Big Tech vampires will take notice. Remote spells will be deployed to control the masses, and this event will drift into obscurity. You’ll see.”

“You sure about that?”

“This isn’t the first time vampires killed each other over territory. Local demihumans and mages will know what happened, or at least suspect the truth, but the city’s humans will once again find themselves in the dark.”

The team headed their separate ways and stuck to a low profile on Sunday. Clarke and Emma kept their eyes on the local news, which first manifested as speculation of a “wild animal attack” at CCU Stadium, prompting police to initiate a search of the surrounding area.

“A wild animal,” Clarke scoffed.

“That’s just for starters.” Emma tapped her screen. “This article is loaded with spells. Ashley’s magic is protecting us, but everyone else who reads them is going to get hit. Just wait and see. By the end of the week, there won’t be a human in the city who remembers this, with you and mages as the only exceptions.”

Sunday night saw Emma’s “hunger” come to a head. She’d let Clarke rest since the battle at the stadium, but her needs and the proximity of his magical aura had combined to make her “as hot as a supernova and as wet as the ocean.”

While both were obvious exaggerations, they weren’t all that far off. She was deeply aroused, even for a succubus, and his recent confession only served to stimulate her more, to the point where she nearly begged him to do her.

Clarke had been so focused on the situation on campus that he hadn’t realized how he’d neglected her needs, and he committed himself to rectifying this unfortunate oversight.

Repeatedly.

And vigorously.

He lost track of how many times they had sex that night, but even her overcharged libido met its match with his enhanced stamina, and eventually he sated her needs.

For a few days, at least.

Maybe?

Monday came, and “wild animal attack” became “several missing persons” due to the police being “misquoted.” The stadium remained closed, and numerous events were canceled, resulting in a lot of angry, confused students.

Clarke and the others attended their regular slate of classes, keeping their eyes open for anything unusual. He saw a few police officers pass through campus, but even that presence tapered off by the end of the day.

Brooke dropped by Tuesday night, and this time she didn’t bring her restraints. She said his confession had made her want to “cut loose,” and then she showed him what that meant. The results were somewhere between sex and a car crash: loud, bone-jarringly violent, and a textbook example for why seatbelts exist.

Something broke in the bed halfway through the night, and Clarke wasn’t sure what to do about the two big dents they left in the wall, but Emma didn’t seem to mind. He was pretty sure she spent the night pleasuring herself to the sounds of their sexual rampage. She even managed to placate the angry neighbors when they came knocking sometime after midnight.

He snuggled up with both women after that, sore but thoroughly satisfied.

Wednesday arrived, and “several missing persons” transformed into “structural damage to the stadium” due to “faulty construction materials.” Apparently, the university planned to launch an inquiry aimed at one of the site’s building subcontractors, and the stadium was being closed until further notice.

Sammy stopped over Thursday night, which was when Clarke began to suspect the ladies had discussed some form of schedule in his absence, not that he didn’t approve. Quite the opposite, in fact. He had secretly dreaded being asked to pick favorites, so if the ladies managed to sort all that out amongst themselves, then it was another sign this unconventional relationship—to him, at least—would go the distance.

He and Sammy finished watching Dirty Pair: Project Eden, which was as fun and frenetic as she’d led him to believe, then spent the rest of the night having sex. Later, he reflected that his night with Sammy was the most vanilla of the week, if anything about having sex with a shapeshifting slime girl could be called “vanilla.”

Perhaps that said more about Emma and Brooke than anything else.

Sammy offered to head home after Clarke had sated her; she didn’t want to expose Emma to her toxins if she rolled over in bed the wrong way, but Emma refused to hear any of it. The succubus simply grabbed her pillow and spent the night on the couch, leaving the slime girl to cuddle up with Clarke without any fears she might hurt someone.

Both she and Clarke slept like rocks.

Or a semiliquid polymer, give how he quite literally left an impression in her during the night.

By Friday, any mentions of “structural damage” had vanished, leaving only a few brief, boring mentions that the stadium had been closed for “renovations.” In other, unrelated news, Head Coach Jayden Rost accepted a lucrative transfer to a competing university. Meanwhile, Head Librarian Gretchen Plainsborough tendered her resignation with the intention of spending more time with her family.

Clarke found it all so surreal how the news morphed from one narrative to the next, becoming more and more benign with each iteration.

“Unbelievable,” he said, skimming the news with Emma that Friday evening. “From animal attack to remodeling in a week.”

“That’s how it goes sometimes,” she said, seated next to him on the couch. “But it’s a good sign it took this long to change. Remember when Heinrich’s decoy died? That got covered up a lot faster.”

“Because of Rost and Plainsborough?”

“Right. And we’re not seeing the same pattern this time. Big Tech is having to scrub the feeds themselves, which means there isn’t a local vampire left to cover their tracks. Those three vampires—four when you count the decoy—were it, and they’re all dead.”

“We did it, then? Cleared CCU of all its vampires?”

“Sure looks that way.” Emma sighed thoughtfully. “It’s a temporary state, though. Any power vacuum is. Other vampires will catch wind of the vacancy and see this as an opportunity to move in. But for now, for this moment in time, CCU is vampire free.”

“But we saved lives by doing this, right?”

“Absolutely, and a lot of them too. But this achievement is important in more ways than you might realize. Freeing the area of vampires, even if it’s temporary, gives our group some much-needed breathing room. Not sure what we’ll do with it, but it gives us a chance to think bigger, reach farther.”

“Maybe hit some vampires outside of CCU?”

“For sure, but I was thinking more along the lines of finding allies. We’re still only five people, after all.” She placed her hand on his thigh. “And while we do have the resident blood knight on our side, there’s only so much we can do.”

“Makes sense to me. From what I’ve seen, plenty of demihumans and mages aren’t happy with the way things are. Did you have any particular groups in mind?”

“Not really. I’d love to get a mage clan or two on our side, but that’s going to be a tough sell. We can ask the others what they think.”

“They still coming over?”

“Yep. Should be here in about an hour.”
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“Hey, bitches!” Brooke said, barging through the door with three bags loaded with fast food. “And Clarke, of course. I’m here, and I brought food! Also, you’ll be proud of me, Ash. I remembered your salad.”

“Thank you,” the celestial replied primly.

“Here, let me help you with that.” Emma took one of the bags and began unloading cartons onto the kitchen counter alongside Brooke. She’d already set up their selection of drinks.

“You all know I’m totally cool with catering our meetings,” Sammy said, lounging in a recliner. “I eat more than the rest of you anyway.”

“We know,” Emma said, helping Brooke with the second bag. “But it’s the principle of the matter. We all agreed to pitch in, and so that’s what we’re going to do.”

“Clarke, what would you like?” Brooke asked.

“I’ll start with a Big Mac, please.”

“Coming right up!”

“Me, too,” Sammy said. “And make that three.”

Brooke doled out the burgers, along with a salad for Ashley.

“Oh, can you grab me some McNuggets, too?” Sammy asked.

“Sure!”

“Brooke,” Ashley said, “only give them to her if she promises to eat them correctly this time.”

“Fine, fine.” Sammy waved a hand. “I promise. Can I have my nuggets now?”

“Why?” Clarke asked, opening his carton. “What’d she do last time?”

“She neglected to take them out of the carton.”

Clarke glanced over at the slime girl with a raised eyebrow.

“Whatever. They were still delicious.”

Emma sat down next to Clarke.

“Don’t you want anything, Emma?” Brooke asked.

“No, thanks. I couldn’t handle another bite. I’m still full from this morning.” The succubus draped an arm around Clarke.

“Which mouth were you eating from?” Sammy asked.

“You know which.”

The slime girl snorted out a laugh then chomped down on her first burger.

Ashley opened her salad, speared a single baby tomato, and placed it delicately in her mouth. She chewed and swallowed before speaking up.

“There’s something that’s been bothering me. And now that things have calmed down, I thought we should address the elephant in the room.”

“Why are you looking at me?” Sammy asked.

“I’m not, I—” Ashley grimaced, suddenly uncomfortable. “I just happened to be looking your way. I’m talking about Heinrich.”

“He was definitely a cut above the others,” Clarke said. “We’re lucky to be alive.”

“Which brings me to my point. Why was a such a powerful vampire here at CCU? And, furthermore, why was he disguised as a lowly risen?”

“Have you come across anything in his grimoire?”

“No, and I don’t expect to, unfortunately.” Ashley set her fork down. “From the way Heinrich spoke, he created the grimoire we have specifically for his decoy, so I doubt he would reveal his true intentions in it.”

“Something drew him here,” Clarke said. “And something about it made him pretend to be much weaker than he actually was.”

“It seems clear he wanted to avoid attention,” Ashley said. “That is, until we drew his attention.”

“At which point, he became interested in using me as his ‘executioner’.”

“Worst. Job offer. Ever!” Sammy said.

“Too true.” Clarke sat forward, thinking. “Ashley, you once told me Chester Creek is important to your mission.”

“Yes, and the university especially, though I still don’t understand why.”

“Could the reason this place is important to your mission have also drawn Heinrich to it?”

“Hmm. I suppose that could be.” The celestial huffed out a breath. “I wish I could say more. You raise an interesting point, though. It’s a possibility we should keep in mind as we plot our next moves. And speaking of which⁠—”

“Stop!” Sammy cut in, and everyone turned to her. “Stop right there, Ash!”

“What? Something wrong?”

“You better believe it. All of us have been going nonstop for weeks. We’ve faced”—she began counting with her fingers—“zombies, golems, thralls, summoned monsters, flaming monsters, flaming golems.”

“You realize your hand has six fingers now, right?”

Sammy ignored the angel as she added a seventh.

“And let’s not forget the vampires, including one pureblood, all while trying to keep our grades from swirling down the toilet. On top of all that, many of us have been shot, stabbed, bludgeoned, chewed, partially blinded, and set on fire. Don’t you think we’ve earned a breather, at least for one weekend?”

Ashley sat back with a frown.

“She does have a point there,” Clarke said.

“Yes, I suppose she does.” The angel collected herself. “Very well. Perhaps we should postpone Broken Fang business until next week. All in favor?”

Everyone but Ashley raised their hands.

“I seem to be in the minority.” She sighed. “We’ll continue this discussion at our next meeting.”

“Great!” Sammy rubbed her hands together. “Now, let’s talk about how we’re going to celebrate our victory!”

“Sounds like you have something in mind,” Clarke said.

“I do! You should all come over to my place tomorrow and binge-watch the new Gundam series with me. It’s been streaming for a while, and I need to get caught up before I run into spoilers. Also, there’ll be tons of food.”

“That seems a bit … you-centric.”

“I’m open to suggestions.”

“Oh!” Emma raised her hands. “I have an idea! We could have a good, old-fashioned slumber party.”

“You mean a sex party, don’t you?” Clarke asked.

“Aren’t they the same?”

“Not last I heard.”

“Hold it,” Sammy said. “Got a counteroffer for the succubus. I’ll match your slumber party and raise it with a Stringendo marathon.”

“Hmm. Tempting, tempting,” Emma replied, licking her lips. “I do love that show.”

Clarke’s brown creased. “Stringendo? The show have something to do with music?”

“Not really.” Sammy gave him a mischievous grin. “Something’s getting accelerated, but it’s not music.”

“Anime?”

“A subgenre of it, yes.”

“Does the name of this subgenre start with an H, by any chance?”

“Good guess!”

“Hmm.”

“We could all go camping?” Brooke suggested with an unsure shrug.

“Question,” Emma said, raising her hand. “Would this camping excursion include a visit to your family’s bondage hut?”

“Uh … I suppose it could.”

“I feel like these suggestions are all gravitating in the same direction,” Ashley said dryly. “Perhaps we could pick an activity I’m free to join?”

The table fell silent, everyone bowing their heads in thought.

“I got nothing,” Emma said after a while.

“You sure you don’t want to just hang back and watch?” Sammy asked the celestial.

“I would prefer to participate, if it’s all the same.”

“Oh!” Clarke leaned in. “I’ve got an idea.”

Everyone waited attentively for him to continue.

“I was just reminded how all of this got started, at least for me. What if we had another pen-and-paper roleplaying session?”

“Yes!” Emma thumped the air. “Great idea!”

“I’m already in love with this,” Brooke added, smiling ear to ear.

“Me too,” Sammy said. “Which rules? Want to continue Ash’s campaign?”

“Actually, how about we start a new one? I figured we’ve all had our fill of vampires for a while. Any of you familiar with Titan Mage?”

The ladies all shook their heads.

“It’s a steampunk setting. It has big, stompy robots fueled by magic.”

Sammy’s eyes went wide. “Clarke?”

“Yes?”

“I loved every word that just came out of your mouth. I would kiss you right now if my mouth didn’t taste like a McNugget.”

“I second that,” Emma said. “Steampunk mecha and magic is just one of those chocolate and peanut butter combinations. Also, my mouth does not taste like a McNugget, so I’m very kissable at the moment.”

Clarke laughed. “How about the rest of you?”

“I’m intrigued,” Ashley said, her hairband gaining some luster.

“Me too,” Brooke said, tail wagging. “Great idea, Clarke!”

“In that case, ladies, give me a minute to grab my sourcebook.” He rose from the couch, feeling like the luckiest man alive. “Got a few ideas percolating in my brain already. What comes next should be fun!”


Blood Knight: Scepter of Bone
A Harem Urban Fantasy Adventure



One


J.B. Clarke’s day began in the typical fashion.

Or rather, what now passed for “typical” ever since he’d started dating a succubus.

The bed shifted, and he stirred in the twilight between dreams and waking. The heat of another body moved across his, cautiously tracing down toward his abdomen, delicate fingers caressing his well-defined muscles. The sheets shifted, ballooning to make room for the newcomer, who slipped her knees between his legs.

“Morning, Sexy,” cooed a sultry voice, barely above a whisper, its source obscured by the sheets. The barest hint of morning’s light slipped around the edges of the blinds to splash the bedroom with warm pockets of illumination.

Her fingers caressed him again, daring to venture lower, stroking him through a layer of cloth. She reached under the elastic band of his boxers and tugged them down slowly, carefully, fingertips teasing him to greater hardness. He stirred once more, murmuring through parted lips, his mind unsure if this was a dream or not.

A sound came from underneath the sheets—like an exaggerated licking of the lips—and then wet heat enveloped his tip.

“Mmm!”

That roused him! In more ways than one, as a shudder of pleasure ran through his body, jolting him to greater alertness. He blinked his eyes open, rubbed some of the sleep away, and gazed down—without any surprise—at the rhythmic bobbing of the comforter.

The obscured figure appeared roughly human enough, though something shifted as she continued her ministrations, taking the form of irregular shapes moving along her back.

Clarke cleared his throat.

No response came besides repeated wet slurps.

He grabbed the edge of the covers and tossed them aside, revealing the succubus kneeling between his legs.

Emma paused, her dark eyes meeting his, her face framed by a cascade of raven black hair, mouth full and occupied. Dark, batlike wings unfurled from beneath her shoulder blades, and a black, slender tail whipped happily back and forth. Her heavy breasts hung beneath her, and pale light accentuated the generous curves along her back.

“Why, hello there,” Clarke said. “Anything I can help you with?”

“Ohn ine ee. I’m juhh ha’in refaash.”

“Emma, please.” He gave her a look of mild reproach. “We’ve talked about this before. You know I can’t understand you when your mouth is full.”

She came up off him, freeing his tip with a loud pop.

“I said, don’t mind me. I’m just having breakfast. You’ll barely know I’m here.”

“I somehow doubt that. What time is it?”

“Sixish.”

“Uhh.” He flopped back into his pillow.

“You don’t mind, do you?” She stroked his exposed member.

“Normally I wouldn’t, but we have our Data Structures test today. I was hoping to get a full night’s sleep, which I believe I mentioned to you before we turned in last night.”

“You did.”

“And?”

“This isn’t my fault.”

“Emma, I woke up to find my cock in your mouth. Couldn’t you have waited until I woke up on my own?”

“But I was hungry!” She gave him an innocent, almost pouting look, and her tail swished.

“You’re always hungry.”

“Okay, granted. But if anyone’s to blame for this situation, it’s you.”

“Excuse me?”

“You were having erotic dreams.”

“I was?”

“You better believe it!” Emma sat up and spread her wings. “And not just any old fantasies. You were doing it with all three of us at the same time, which eventually escalated into all four of us, despite the health risks of having sex with a celestial.”

“I don’t remember any of that.”

“Well, I do. Your mind was radiating. You were like this big, muscular space heater under the sheets, except instead of warmth, you were broadcasting sexy thoughts. Trust me; a succubus knows these things.”

“I suppose you have a point there.” He paused for a moment, and his brow creased. “Wait a second. I thought you couldn’t read minds. Empath, not telepath.”

“That’s right.”

“Then how come you could see into my dreams?”

She glanced away guiltily. “I … may have cast Dream Share so I could watch.”

He raised an eyebrow at her.

“All I wanted was a peek,” she said, tilting her head innocently.

“Right. And how long was this ‘peek’?”

“About an hour.”

Clarke rolled his eyes and dropped his head back into his pillow.

“You were having a really good dream! The sexual vibes were exquisite.” She mimed a chef’s kiss. “I had to get out of bed twice to change my panties.”

“This situation is sounding less and less like it’s my fault.”

“Well, when you think about it …”

“Emma.”

“Okay, fine. This one’s on me.” She sat back on her legs, using his as a cushion. “Clarke, I’m sorry for waking you when I knew you wanted to sleep in.”

“Thank you. Apology accepted.”

“And now that we have that out of the way”—she gave his member a few quick strokes—“can I finish my breakfast?”

Clarke raised an eyebrow at her again.

“Please?”

He held the expression, fighting back an urge to laugh at the ridiculousness of it all.

“Pretty please,” she added, “with a sexy succubus on top?”

He chuckled. “Well, since you insist.”

“Yay!” She gave him a happy clap, then bent down, brushing her long hair behind an ear. She took him back into her mouth, lips stretching to accommodate his girth, then slid all the way down to the root.

“God!” he groaned. “You’re so good at this!”

“Mmhmm!” she replied, her throat full of his dick. She rose off him, leaving only his tip in her mouth. Her tongue swirled across the head, and then she sank down on him once more.

Clarke closed his eyes, reducing his world to himself and the succubus he loved.

And who loved him back with all her heart.

She bobbed up and down on him, faster now, her slurps filling the bedroom. Her hands explored his abs, thighs, and buttocks. A rising fire built within his loins, boiling hot, begging for release. He ran fingers through her silken hair, then grabbed a fistful and urged her deeper.

She bottomed out and ground her face against his crotch, the full length of his cock lodged all the way down her throat. That pushed him over the edge, and his world exploded with delicious release. His balls tightened, and his cock twitched, jetting his load deep into her.

She moaned contently, then pulled halfway back so he could deposit the rest into her mouth. When he finished, she suckled the tip playfully, then pulled off him.

“So good.” She licked across her teeth and swallowed audibly. “So good! You have no idea how much I needed that!”

“Always happy to be of service.”

“Which I appreciate!” She crawled forward and snuggled up next to him. Her tail coiled around his thigh. “Sorry about waking you up.”

“It’s all right.” He put his arm around her and gave her shoulders a squeeze. “Sometimes a guy’s got to make sacrifices for the woman he loves.”

“Not that much of a sacrifice, I hope.”

“No,” he replied with a chuckle. “Not much at all.”

“How much longer do you plan to stay in bed?”

“Maybe an hour, hour and a half. Why?”

“Because, after I’m done getting in some quality snuggles, I’m going to make your breakfast!”
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It took less than an hour for the aroma of Emma’s cooking to spur Clarke out of bed. He grabbed a quick shower and shave, then dressed and joined her by the apartment’s kitchen countertop.

Evidently, Emma hadn’t bothered to dress in anything besides her glasses and an apron, which said “Kiss the Cook” on the front. She kept her wings folded while her tail swung back and forth like a happy pendulum.

“Good morning, Sexy!” She greeted him with a big smile. “Breakfast is almost done.”

“Smells great. What’s on the menu?”

“Omelets with feta cheese, spinach, and oven-roasted tomatoes. Want anything to drink besides coffee?”

“No, thanks. Coffee’s good.” He grabbed a stool by the counter, sat down, and took a sip from the steaming mug. His eyes lit up after the first invigorating swallow. “Oh, wow. Is there something different with today’s brew? It’s going down smooth.”

“Glad you noticed!” She waved her spatula toward the open bag of coffee grounds. “I’m trying out a local company’s roast. This one’s called Quigley’s Dark Delight. It’s been getting rave reviews.”

“I can see why.”

He drained his first cup and refilled it at the coffee maker before she served their omelets alongside a plate of buttered toast.

“It’s a shame you and I are so busy this week,” she said, joining him on a stool at the counter. “We could have used today as an excuse to celebrate.”

“Celebrate? What’s the occasion?”

“You mean you don’t know?” She flashed a coy half-smile.

He shook his head.

“Why, today’s the three-month anniversary!”

He froze with a forkful of egg halfway to his mouth, a sense of trepidation falling over him. Emma watched him expectantly.

“Wait, don’t tell me.” He lowered the fork, wracking his memories. The past few months had easily been the densest in his twenty-year life. “It’s been about a month since we defeated Heinrich.”

“Just about.”

“So that means …”

“Yes?”

“That means it’s been three months since you freed me from the hex.”

“Close, but not quite. You’re off by two days.”

“Two days?” He snapped his fingers. “Of course! That’s when we started dating!”

“There you go!” She clasped her hands together.

“Sorry. I didn’t realize it had been that long. The last few months have just flown by.”

“Tell me about it.” Emma chuckled and dug into her omelet.

“Did you have something in mind?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” Her eyes glinted playfully. “I’m sure I can come up with an activity we both enjoy.”

“Emma, we do that all the time anyway.”

“Nothing wrong with doing it more.”

“Is it even possible for you to grow tired of sex?”

“Don’t know.” She draped an arm around him and whispered huskily into his ear. “Let’s find out.”

“What have I gotten myself into?”

“Let’s see here.” She sat back. “A sexually overcharged harem with a succubus, a werewolf, and a slime girl?”

“Yes, that would be it.” He laughed and shook his head. “That’s a lot of dates to keep track of.”

“I can program all the important ones into your phone if you like.”

“It’s not that. Have I ever mentioned that I feel like I need a manual for dating demihumans?”

“Maybe once or twice.”

“It would really help. I want to treat all of you right, but I still feel like I’m stumbling around in the dark. Rewind three months, and I didn’t have a clue about demihumans or magic or the vampires who secretly rule the world. I’m still new to all of this, whereas you and Brooke have lived your entire lives with that knowledge. Even Sammy has me beat by years.”

“You haven’t let us down yet.”

“And I intend to keep it that way. For all our sakes. Let’s not forget that one of you is strong enough to snap people in half.”

“Brooke would never hurt you.” Emma paused with a slight frown. “On purpose, anyway.”

“I know. I just …” He shrugged. “I’m not sure what I’m saying. I guess it boils down to me knowing we have something special. I don’t want to screw that up.”

“I’m confident you won’t. You know why?”

“Why?”

“Because you worry about it. You’re keeping an eye on yourself, probably asking yourself questions like ‘Am I being the partner I need to be?’ ‘Is there more I should be doing?’ Stuff like that, right?”

“More or less.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because”—she leaned in with a sly smile—“I ask myself those same questions when I think of you.”
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Clarke helped Emma clean up after breakfast and then sat down to study for the Data Structures test. He could hear Emma in the shower while he reviewed his notes, but soon he found his mind wandering for a different reason, his eyes drawn to a familiar three-ring binder.

He pulled his gaze away and frowned at his laptop. In some ways, the notes on the screen represented a life he barely recognized anymore—one clouded by ignorance of the real world—while the binder symbolized his fresh awakening, its horizon filled with possibilities.

And danger.

So much danger.

He tried to resist the distraction, but eventually told himself another hour of studying wouldn’t make much difference. He clapped the laptop shut, set it aside, and retrieved the binder.

He thumbed through pages cluttered by folded corners, handwritten notes, and sticky pointers. He stopped, almost at random, and scanned over the list of spells.

Blood magic.

His magic.

Clarke was a blood knight, descended from a nearly extinct line of vampire slayers, and these spells were the tools of his trade. He was one of the five members of Broken Fang, a small (and perhaps overly ambitious) team who fought to overthrow the current order. He wasn’t sure how five college students would ever break the scourge of vampiric mind control over humanity, but he supposed it was good to have stretch goals.

The binder clashed with his sensibilities in so many ways; every fantasy he’d ever played, read, or watched told him a spell book should be bound in leather, wood, or metal and its lore scratched out with ostentatious quill pens, not produced from a laser printer and hole-punched into the kind of boring office supplies he’d carried around since elementary school.

The contents resembled a list of spells for a pen-and-paper RPG, but despite the mundane exterior, the knowledge it contained had already saved his life more than once. He’d mastered so few of the spells, yet even that limited arsenal had allowed him to face and defeat vampires in single combat.

Barely.

And with no small measure of luck, plus tons of backup from Emma and the rest of Broken Fang.

But a win was a win, and together they’d rid Chester Creek University of the vampires who once stalked its grounds and preyed on its students.

The reprieve was temporary, unfortunately; it would only be a matter of time before more vampires noticed the vacant territory and decided to claim it. But for now, for this moment in time, the university was safe thanks to their efforts.

He traced a finger down the page until an entry caught his eye, and he began to read:

“Power Bond—The advanced form of Power Graft. Cast to copy magical spells or abilities from a willing target to self. Specific spells or abilities may be targeted, in contrast to Power Graft’s randomized selection. Requires advanced magical proficiency to cast. No cost to cast since mana from the willing target is utilized.”

The entry continued to entice him with its untapped potential.

He knew Power Graft all too well, but he could only cast that spell under very specific conditions. Something had gone wrong when Emma had broken the Antimagic Hex suppressing his blood knight abilities.

No, perhaps “wrong” was too harsh a word; she’d succeeded in freeing his mind and magic, but he’d triggered Power Graft in that same instance, causing his magic to combine with hers in an unexpected way, producing … something different.

The short version was he could only cast Power Graft during sex. Not exactly the worst of restrictions when everyone else in Broken Fang was a smoking hot monster girl (or angel, in Ashley’s case), but it did make practicing the spell both awkward and difficult.

Still, if I can improve my proficiency with Power Graft, or even advance to using Power Bond, then perhaps⁠—

A pair of hands covered his eyes. “Guess who!”

“Do I get a hint?” he teased dryly. He knew who it was, of course.

“How’s this?” Emma licked his ear, and he shivered.

“Is that you, Sammy?”

“Guess again.” She hugged him from behind and ran her hands all over his chest. “Mm, I love your muscles. How do you stay so buff? What’s your secret?”

“Sex with werewolves. Best fitness plan ever.”

“Ha!” She sat down beside him on the couch, wearing a towel wrap, glasses, and nothing else. Her wings and tail were gone. “You want any help studying?”

“Yes,” he replied with a sigh, “and no.”

“Something wrong?”

“Just wondering if my priorities are in the right place.” He set the binder aside. “Been thinking about Power Graft. I haven’t been able to cast it in over a month.”

“That’s hardly a surprise. During that time, you only tried it with me, Brooke, and Sammy, and you’ve already absorbed magic from each of us. Seems like we’ve hit a limit on what you can gain from Power Graft, at least until you become more comfortable with your magic.”

“That’s what we’ve assumed. But we’ve been practicing my magic regularly. Shouldn’t Power Graft have improved by now?”

“Hard to say. I’ll ask the next blood knight I see.”

Clarke chuckled darkly. As far as any of them knew, he was the only living blood knight in the world.

“The point is my magic has improved,” he said. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Definitely. Your Blood Boil and Blood Freeze are scary-good now! I would not want to be hit by them!”

“Right. But those efforts haven’t affected Power Graft.”

“Maybe so, but don’t forget you’ve been working on more than just your magic.”

“That’s true, too.”

Clarke had recently enrolled in HEMA longsword lessons to help with his abysmal swordsmanship, which took up his Tuesday evenings. His “Historic European Martial Arts” instructor held class over an hour’s drive away, but the inconvenience was a small price to pay for skills that could very easily save his life. His duel with Heinrich had taught him many things, and one of them was that two-hundred-year-old pureblood vampires really knew how to swing their swords!

That fight had perhaps been the most dramatic part of the past few months—well, aside from discovering vampires secretly ruled the entire world! Before then, he’d known Heinrich as his quirky calculus professor—not the kind of man who’d turn out to be a vampire. Heinrich had come close to killing them all, and he was far from the most dangerous foe out there.

I need to become stronger, Clarke thought. Much stronger if we’re to have a chance at this.

“We’ve assumed my skill with Power Graft would improve alongside my overall magical proficiency”—he tapped the spell list—“but I’m wondering if that’s not the case.”

“It’s in a unique state all right, what with it being fused with the sex magic you absorbed from me.”

“Which could mean we need to give it special attention before we’ll see results. Some sort of specialized training regimen tailored to the spell’s unique …”

Emma grinned at him with wide-eyed glee.

“Emma?”

“Yes?”

“What’s with that look?”

“What look?”

“You know what I’m talking about. You look like the cat who ate the canary.”

“Maybe I am.” She scooched closer and her thigh pressed against his. “What if you’re right? What if you do need training? Except, it’s not the blood magic half of Power Graft we need to exercise.”

“I think I see where this is going.”

“Instead, you need someone to teach you the basics of succubus sex magic!” She rested a hand on her bountiful chest. “And, as luck would have it, you’re living with a highly skilled instructor. Versed in a plethora of advanced techniques.”

“I’m not a succubus, Emma.”

“True, but if I’m correct, then we’re dealing with incubus magic. Works on the same principle as mine, like opposite poles on a magnet. Same fundamentals, different direction.” She spread her arms, eyes bright with mischief. “What do you say? Shall we give it a go?”

“I don’t know.” He reached for his phone to check the time.

“Data Structures doesn’t start until ten.”

“And our other classes?”

“Skip ’em. This is more important.”

“Well …”

“Come on.” She gave his shirt a tug. “Come on.”

“You sure you’re not just searching for an excuse to skip class and have more sex?”

She gasped in fake surprise. “Clarke, I would never betray your trust in such a crass manner. I’m offended the thought even crossed your mind.”

“Uh huh. What species are you again?”

“You’ve got me there.” She smiled sweetly. “But in all seriousness, I think we’re on to something here. Please? Can I try out just a few techniques?” Her butt wiggled on the couch. “Please?”

“I suppose it’s worth a shot.”

“YES!” She bolted to her feet and flung her towel aside, revealing all her wondrous curves with an equally wondrous jiggle. “To the bedroom!”

“To the bedroom,” he echoed, standing.

“You sound so excited.”

“Just not sure what to expect. We have sex all the time.”

“Yes, but this is different.” She took hold of his hands as her wings and tail grew back. “You’ll see!”

She urged him back through the apartment and then flopped onto the bed, taking up the entire surface like a voluptuous X marking the spot on the sexiest, most obvious treasure map.

“Shall I take my clothes off?” he asked.

“Yes, please! And then come over here and snuggle with me.”

“We’re not getting right to it?”

“No. Snuggles first. This is important.”

“Okay.”

He stripped down and then crawled onto the bed next to her. The pleasant warmth of her flesh mingled with his, and much as he looked forward to their more energetic exploits, he couldn’t deny that he enjoyed this quiet intimacy just as much. In some ways, the easy mundanity made it feel just as meaningful as what would happen after. He placed his hand atop her soft stomach, simply enjoying her presence, and their legs intertwined. She moved his hand up to her breast.

“Is my hand on your boob an important part of this, too?”

“No, I just like the feel of it. Your hands are rugged.”

He chuckled and gave her a playful squeeze.

“Now close your eyes and relax,” she began in a soft, soothing tone. “Let all your worries slip away. As easily as you removed your clothes.”

Clarke followed her instructions, his head resting in the crook of her arm. She guided his head over, letting him rest atop her natural pillows. He took long, leisurely breaths, and with them, the tension in his body melted into a quiet awareness.

“Now,” she continued, her voice even softer, “open yourself to the magic around you. Don’t reach out. Don’t stretch or strain. Don’t put any effort into it. Instead, think of yourself as a cozy home. Your door is open, like an invitation.”

Her chest rose and fell against him, their breaths synchronized.

“I feel something,” he whispered.

“What is it?”

“Magic that resembles a warm breeze. Gentle and inviting.”

“Good. Now imagine you’re stepping outside your house. Just a few paces. The motion takes barely any effort at all.”

He visualized the action, but instead of air, he found himself drifting through a sea of magic—Emma’s magic. It rose and fell around him with their shared breaths. As always, he perceived the ethereal energy as a combination of other senses, every aura or spell a unique experience in his perception. Her aura was warm and soft with a strangely slick tightness that reminded him of …

Yep, he thought wryly, she’s a succubus, all right.

“I can feel you,” she whispered, stroking his head. “Your magic is touching mine. Can you feel it, too?”

“I can.”

“Your aura is so powerful.” She took a shuddering breath. “So vibrant. I could drown in its depths. Open your eyes.”

He did, then tilted his head to meet her gaze. Her cheeks were flush, her eyes smoky.

“Take me,” she uttered breathily. “Take me in any way you desire. This body is yours to do with as you please.”

He hadn’t realized how achingly hard he was until that moment, and his carnal desire growled within him, as fierce and urgent as an animal in mating season. He rose onto all fours, shadowing her body with his. He let his eyes drink in her soft, luxurious curves then gripped her hips with firm hands and pulled her to the side of the bed so that her legs dangled over the edge.

She clasped her hands underneath her knees and spread her legs.

Her sex glistened, nearly to the point of dripping. He tested those exotic waters with a pair of fingers, found them to be as hot, wet, and inviting as he’d expected, and he decided it was time to take the plunge.

He guided himself to her and drove himself all the way in with one sharp stroke.

“Oh, God!” she gasped. “Yes!”

He pulled out and slammed back into her, then again. She was so wet and ready he didn’t need to start slow, and he began fucking her at full speed. He pounded her relentlessly, without mercy, her breasts bouncing with each deep, powerful thrust. She cried out, arms reaching for him, pulling him into her.

Faster and harder.

Faster and harder.

He grabbed her breasts, kneaded them roughly, and she grinned hungrily for more.

Excitement rose within him, but soon he became aware of a different sensation, and it took him a moment to realize he wasn’t only making love to her physically. Their magic had begun to mingle, like two pools of energy in the midst of a swirling, chaotic dance. Both distinct and separate, yet deeply interconnected, almost indistinguishable from each other.

He’d never experienced that before. His perception of his partner’s magic often came as a brief epilogue, as if his magic had dipped into hers and then pulled back.

This was different.

More intimate.

More complete.

He let it happen, embraced the difference, the newness. He offered no resistance to the sharing of mana, all while he pounded Emma into the bed. Their bodies glistened with sweat, and soon Emma’s shimmered in the morning sunlight with the jolts of her highest ecstasy. She cried out, quaking from her orgasm, muscles clenching around his cock, driving him toward his own climax.

He looped powerful arms under her legs, hiked them up onto his shoulders and bent her forward. And then he pounded her hard and deep. The physical and the ethereal mingled in his mind, both joined through joyous intimacy. Every barrier that remained between them collapsed, and he grunted, exploding within her.

He settled down atop her, took hold of her face, and kissed her. Their auras pulled back, retreating into the physical boundaries of their bodies, their magical borders reasserting themselves.

But she had left her mark on him.

He could feel it. Feel the difference.

He pushed off the bed, rose to his feet, and closed his eyes.

Emma’s gaze was on him. He knew without looking, but she didn’t ask anything, didn’t probe him with questions, merely waited on the bed for what came next.

Clarke found the core of newness within himself⁠—

—found it and cast Fly.

His feet left the floor and he ascended, then stopped a few inches from the ceiling. He stayed there for a moment, feeling out the changes to this ability, and then he darted to the side, dashing over the bed without touching it before settling down to the floor.

He’d never been able to do that before—to control it so easily, so precisely. All he’d managed before today was a lazy, barely guidable float from one location to another. This wasn’t floating; this was flight!

He opened his eyes.

Emma sat up and crawled across the bed toward him, her eyes expectant and loving.

“I think I can fly now,” he told her at last.

“Yes!” She spread her wings and leaped toward him. He caught her and twirled her around, their combined magic levitating both of their bodies.

“I’ll admit it,” he said. “I had my doubts, but you were right.”

“Sex magic for the win!”

He laughed. “Guess so.”

“Oh, wait until the other girls hear about this!”


Two


Clarke and Emma made it to Chester Creek University in time for their Data Structures test, which wasn’t as bad as he’d feared. A few questions stumped him, but he filled out most of the test without too much trouble. He figured his somewhat lackluster preparation would result in a score between 80 and 90. Not bad for having spent the morning making love to one of his girlfriends.

The university remained a surreal experience, even after three months of seeing it with unclouded eyes. He walked past a wide variety of demihumans—orcs, elves, shifters, dragonkin, and more—as he cut across campus to his next class. Besides their appearances and powers, they acted like any other students: rushing from class to class, studying, playing on their phones, or wasting time with their friends.

He saw twice as many humans along the way, but none of them so much as batted an eye at the university’s more unusual denizens. They saw only what they expected to see: a mundane world full of mundane people. The demihumans did see the world as it was, but they kept their figurative heads down and their mouths shut.

And somewhere in between the oblivious and the silent lie the vampires, Clarke thought darkly, staking their claim to territory in an invisible war, preying on a humanity they purposefully keep blind.

Clarke had been like his fellow humans not long ago, his mind fogged by the control spells propagated through movies, books, social media, and much more. If a medium could be read or viewed, chances were the vampires had stuffed it to the gills with their corrupting magic—magic that altered a person’s perception and twisted their memories.

A month ago, the stadium had been littered with corpses and craters from a battle that had claimed three vampires. It had since been fenced off for “renovations.” Did any humans—either student or faculty—remain who even questioned why?

The lies and forced blindness both angered and saddened him, but there was only so much he could do. Yes, he was a blood knight—killing vampires was in his nature—but he was only one college student, still new to this strange world hidden in plain sight. Even with Broken Fang at his back, he could only change so much without a wider support network.

He met Emma at the food court for lunch. They found a quiet corner and shared two of her boxed lunches: omelet sandwiches, fruit medleys, and yogurt.

“I’m sorry, Clarke,” she said as she picked at her food. She wore a burgundy leather jacket that strained to contain all her womanly assets, accented by a short black skirt, matching thigh high stockings, and a pair of heeled boots.

“Whatever for?” he asked, almost finished with his meal.

“Our sad excuses for lunch.”

“Oh? What’s wrong with them?”

“All I did was remix breakfast leftovers into sandwiches.”

“It’s still delicious.” He looked up and smiled. “Besides, we were busy this morning.”

She sighed contently. “That we were.”

“We still on for this evening?”

“We are. My parents have agreed to meet and discuss our ‘undefined business proposal.’”

“What have you told them?”

“Only the basics. They know we’re behind the four dead vampires on campus, and they know you’re a blood knight. I haven’t told them we’d like them to act as intermediaries between Broken Fang and potential allies, but they may already suspect that part.”

“How’d they react to the news?”

“Surprised and worried for my safety, which I expected.”

“Do you think it’s okay for them to know I’m a blood knight?”

“As safe as anything is these days, given the risks we’re all taking regularly. You can trust their discretion, though. Both of my parents know how to keep a secret, and they have no love of the vampires. They’re also well-connected and well-respected within demihuman circles, and their almost legendary discretion goes hand-in-hand with their success. Your secret’s as safe with them as it is with me. You have my word on that.”

“Got it. If you trust them, Emma, then so do I. Where are we meeting them?”

“At their office. We can drop by any time after six. Meet me at the apartment, and we’ll drive there together.”

“Sounds good. Broken Fang needs allies if we’re to have a real shot at our goals. This could be the start of something big.”

She let out a brief sigh. “I hope you’re right.”

“You sound worried.”

“Not worried. Just wrapping my head around how life has changed. A few months ago, me and the other girls would talk about taking the fight to the vampires. But that’s all it was: talk. It was a fantasy for the future. And now look at us! Four corpses to our names and a university free of vampires. I’m both elated … and frightened by what that all means. We’re heading into uncharted territory.”

“Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

“I know, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.” She put on a brave smile. “No looking back now. For all of us.”

“Any news from the others?”

“Not much. Brooke is chasing down leads in the shifter community. Not sure if that’ll go anywhere. Sammy can’t help us, since her parents are humans, and Ashley is …”

“Being Ashley.”

“Yup.”

“Sounds like it’s either us or a long shot with Brooke.”

“Pretty much.”

“Any thoughts on how we approach your parents?”

“A few. I expect both will be on the fence once we make our case. If that pans out, then we need to focus on my dad. He’s likely to be the more skeptical of the two, and if we manage to convince him, my mom will support his decision.”

“Then that’s where we focus our attention.”

“Right. Unless my mom is super cagey. If she’s a hard no, then it doesn’t matter what my father thinks; he’ll recognize her discomfort and will pull his support regardless of whether he likes what he hears or not.”

“Sounds like your parents have each other’s backs.”

“They do. So much so that it’s become a trait I look for in my own relationships.” She leaned in with a smile and spoke softly. “And boy, did I find it.”

Her words put a smile on his own face. “Thanks.”

“No, Clarke. Thank you.”

“What do you think our chances are?”

“With my parents? Fifty-fifty.”

“That low?”

“Not going to lie; It’s going to be a tough sell.”
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Clarke climbed out of his bright red BMW Z4 roadster and stared at the sign over the entrance.

It read: Roses are Red Marriage Counseling.

“Your parents are marriage counselors?”

“Yep.” Emma closed the passenger door. “Didn’t I tell you?”

He shook his head.

“Well, they are. You were expecting something a bit more … exotic?”

“Not sure what I was expecting.” He glanced back at the sign. “It wasn’t this, though. A succubus and an incubus as marriage counselors. Who would have thought?”

“It’s not all that uncommon. Our empathic talents help us sort through people’s emotional baggage.”

“Doesn’t your empathy mostly revolve around sex?”

“Many marriages struggle with romantic difficulties, and our species is extra-sensitive to sexual tension.”

“Granted, that’s true. But counseling?” He shook his head. “Didn’t see that coming.”

“My parents also offer ‘specialty services’ to select clientele.”

“Okay, now that I expected.”

Emma laughed. He held the front door for her, and they headed inside.

The reception lounge was a cozy affair with pastel blue walls, potted plants, deep couches, and a soundscape of ocean waves and seagulls—the kind of place designed to set people at ease.

Fiona Rose, mother of Emmaline “Emma” Rose, saw them enter from behind the front desk. Her face lit up, and she swept around the counter to greet them.

“Emma, darling!” She hurried up to her daughter, and the two embraced warmly.

Clarke had been told that Emma took after her father, at least when it came to her face. But if that were true, then she’d inherited the rest of her body from her mother. Fiona resembled Emma from the neck down, her curves fully ripened by motherhood.

The woman’s beige sweater hugged her chest so closely he feared it would explode off her at any moment and shower the lounge with knitted shrapnel. A wave of dark brunette hair cascaded over her shoulders, and horn-rimmed glasses framed her chocolate eyes.

“Good to see you, Mom,” Emma replied, smiling as the two women stepped away from each other.

“And you must be Clarke.” Fiona adjusted her glasses.

“Hello, Mrs. Rose. A pleasure to meet you.”

“You a hugger, Clarke? Or one of those heathens who only shakes hands?”

“Uh … I suppose I don’t mind a good hug.”

“That’s what I like to hear!” Fiona embraced him without delay, so suddenly and tightly she squeezed a brief exhale out of him. She crushed her breasts against his chest while she explored his back with inquisitive hands.

He gave Emma a helpless look, but she only flashed a quick thumbs-up.

“Good grief, that’s some aura on you!” Fiona released him and began fanning herself. “Whew! Got a spell masking your true strength?”

“Yes, ma’am. Ashley, another member of Broken Fang, applied a Concealment spell that keeps my true nature hidden.”

“She did a good job. I wouldn’t know you were a blood knight if Emma hadn’t told me. At a distance, you read like a regular human, but up close the Concealment becomes muddled. Like you’re a mage attempting to pass as normal. That’s impressive work, Concealing someone with your magical makeup.”

“Ashley has put a lot of effort into the spell,” Emma explained. “She’s refined it several times to more effectively mask the magic Clarke has absorbed from me and the other girls.”

“Ah, yes.” Fiona’s eyes gleamed. “The ‘other girls.’ How many are there, now?”

“Three of us,” Emma replied proudly. “Four if you count Ashley, but she’s a special case.”

Clarke grimaced, unsure about discussing their complex love life in front of Emma’s mother. He didn’t want her to believe he was loose with his affection, so he decided to clear his throat and clarify the matter.

“Mrs. Rose, let me assure you⁠—”

“My daughter’s first harem!” Fiona pulled Emma in for another epic hug, their breasts compressing together. “I’m so proud of you!”

“Thanks, Mom. That means a lot to me.”

Clarke let his jaw clap shut and reminded himself once again he was dealing with succubi.

Just go with the flow, he told himself. Don’t let this weird you out.

“Oh, I remember my first harem,” Fiona said wistfully, still holding her daughter close. “This makes me pine for the good old days.” She released the younger succubus. “You know, Clarke, I used to be quite the looker.”

“Used to be?” he replied, not sure what else to say. From where he stood, the years had been very kind to her.

“Oh, yes.” She gave her behind a firm smack. “And I’ve still got it where it counts. So, if you ever want me to join in with you and Emma, all you have to do is ask.”

Clarke goggled at the woman.

That’s it, he thought. I’m officially weirded out.

“Mom, please!” Emma gave the other succubus a light, onehanded shove. “You can’t suggest something like that! I explained this already! We haven’t even had our first threesome. You can’t jump straight from the basics to a mother-daughter menage a trois! We need to work our way up to more advanced activities.”

Clarke’s jaw flopped open. It seemed he and Emma weren’t quite on the same wavelength.

“I suppose I can’t fault you there,” Fiona said as she gazed at Clarke, practically devouring him with her eyes. “Still, such a shame. I’m sure he could sate us both without the least bit of trouble.”

“That’s beside the point, Mom.”

“Yes, I suppose so.” Fiona let out a resigned sigh. “Either way, the offer still stands.”

“Mom?”

“Yes, yes. I promise to behave.” The twinkle in Fiona’s eyes said otherwise. “Anyway, your father should be finishing up any minute. We can have our meeting in the break room.”
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Oliver Rose was a handsome, athletic man with broad shoulders and a full head of wavy black hair. He shared his dark—almost black—eyes with his daughter, and the features of his face were obvious in hers now that Clarke saw them side by side. In particular, the high cheekbones and prominent nose that gave his face a distinguished air had been softened and rounded for his daughter, enhancing her gentle beauty.

“Mr. Rose.” Clarke shook the man’s hand. Oliver’s grip was firm, and his gaze intense.

“Clarke,” the incubus replied curtly. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Good things, I hope.”

“Most of it is. The rest I haven’t decided on yet. I hope my bluntness doesn’t offend you.”

“Not at all, sir. I’m sure I’d feel much the same way if I were in your shoes.”

“Can we get you anything to drink? Tea or coffee, perhaps?”

“Coffee, please. Emma?”

“I could go for some tea.”

Fiona poured and served the beverages: unsweetened coffee with cream for Clarke, tea for everyone else.

“You mind if we get a bit casual?” Fiona asked, taking her seat.

“Not at all.” Clarke wasn’t sure what “casual” meant in this company, but he figured the small concession would help put them at ease. He sipped at his coffee and sat down.

“Thanks,” Fiona said. “It’s been one of those days.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” Oliver added with a sigh.

Fiona pulled off her too-tight sweater, revealing a pink lacy bra that barely contained her abundant femininity. Clarke began to worry about what she intended with that “casual” wear—but then she unfurled thin, flexible wings webbed with dark, veined skin. Oliver retained his button-down shirt as he did the same—his attire must have featured vertical gaps along the back. His wings resembled his wife’s but with heavier muscles along the top and down each digit.

They uncoiled their smooth, prehensile tails, letting them drape over the sides of their chairs. Emma let her own wings out through twin slits in her leather jacket. Her wings and tail were almost identical to her mother’s.

“That’s better!” Fiona exclaimed, stretching both her arms and wings.

“Now,” Oliver said, knitting his fingers over the table. “Let’s hear this proposal.”

“First, I want to provide you with some background,” Emma began. “Three months ago, Clarke and I successfully removed the Antimagic Hex suppressing his blood knight talents.”

“Which makes five of you now, if I’m not mistaken.” Oliver eyed them warily. “Five people with dispelled hexes.”

“Four, actually. Ashley seems to be immune to a lot of vampiric magic. She’s never been hexed.”

“Ashley is the angel?” Fiona asked.

“Yes, and the one who broke my spell. The two of us then helped free the others.”

“The werewolf, the slime”—Oliver’s eyes flashed over to Clarke—“and now the blood knight.”

“That’s us!” Emma flashed a bright smile.

“Aren’t you worried the vampires will notice you?” Fiona asked, warming her hands with her teacup.

“We are, which is where Ashley’s magic comes in again. Her Concealment spells keep our unhexed status a secret from most eyes.”

“Most?” Oliver let the word linger over the table.

“No illusion is perfect. We know there’s risk involved, especially with Clarke because his aura changes as he absorbs more magic. That’s probably why Mom sensed something amiss when she got close to him.”

Oliver’s eyes glanced over to his wife, who shrugged.

“He reads like a mage who wishes to be discreet,” Fiona said. “I wouldn’t have given him a second thought if Emma hadn’t shared the truth.”

The incubus nodded and returned his gaze to his daughter. “And? What have you done with this newfound freedom?”

“We’ve taken down four vampires, all of them based in or around the university. Three were risen of various power levels, but one was pureblood. A vampire named Otto Heinrich who’d stalked humans for over two hundred years, or so he claimed.”

“A pureblood?” Fiona rested a hand on her chest. “My daughter fought a pureblood?”

“We keep Emma away from the fighting as much as possible,” Clarke cut in. “Brooke, Sammy, and I—they’re our werewolf and slime girl, respectively—perform the brunt of the dirty work.”

“But still, a pureblood?” Fiona shook her head.

“Yes, he was powerful, and I’ll admit it was touch and go there for a time, but we pulled through in the end. That monster will never harm another soul ever again.”

“An impressive achievement, to be sure,” Oliver said guardedly. “But the obvious question is what comes next? Where are you taking this?”

“All the way.”

“Meaning?”

“We’re going to break the vampires’ hold on humanity. Our goal is nothing less than freeing humanity from the prison they can’t even see.”

“What?” Oliver snorted. “The five of you? Don’t be ridiculous.”

“We’re not stupid, Dad.” Emma leaned in. “We know we can’t do this alone. We need help. Allies we can count on, both demihuman and mage. Like-minded individuals who aren’t afraid to stand up and fight for what’s right.”

“Only a fool doesn’t cower before the vampires,” Oliver replied bluntly. “And that rare breed isn’t long for this world.”

“They’re out there,” Emma stressed, undeterred. “We just need to find them.”

“Is this what you’re asking? For us to introduce you to some of these ‘like-minded individuals’?”

“That’s part of it.”

Oliver turned to his wife. She frowned and stared into her tea.

“What’s the other part?” the incubus asked after a lengthy silence.

“We know we’ll need powerful allies if we’re to pull this off, but the way we sit right now, no one’s going to take us seriously. Not enough to stick their own necks out. So, first, we need to build our reputation within the right circles by solving problems for local demihumans and mages. But in order to do that, we need someone who knows where the problems are and who to talk to.”

“Which is where we come in,” Oliver finished for her.

“That’s what we’re hoping.” Emma smiled. “Come on. I know you two hear all the good gossip.” She gestured around to indicate their business—and its nature.

“A lot of which is given to us in confidence.”

“We’re not suggesting you go behind people’s backs and betray their trust,” Clarke said. “But you could let them know other options exist. That you’re aware of a group of problem solvers who might be able to help them.”

“All we need is for you to set up the introductions,” Emma said. “If they’re not interested, then that’s as far as it goes. But if they are …”

“We put you in touch with the people in need and you handle the rest?” Oliver asked.

“Exactly.”

“I don’t know.” The incubus shook out his wings and settled back in the chair.

“Clarke,” Fiona said, looking up from her tea. “If we go through with this, will you guarantee my daughter’s safety?”

“You know I can’t do that. We all know what we’re proposing is dangerous. We’ve already had one close call, and we’re bound to have more if we continue on this path.”

Fiona’s face creased with worry. She began to speak, but Clarke held up a hand to let her know he wasn’t finished.

“But I can promise you this: I will never, under any circumstances, allow harm to come to your daughter if it is within my power to prevent it. Even if the act of protecting her costs me my life.”

Emma smiled warmly at him, and her tail flicked.

“And what about us?” Oliver asked pointedly. “Will you defend us as well?”

“Absolutely, should the need arise.”

“Then, when the vampires learn of our misdeeds and send one of their d-hunters to eliminate us, you promise to be here to defend us?”

Clarke frowned.

“You’ll stand at the threshold and hold back whatever monsters are sent to kill us? Or will you be somewhere else, too far away and too preoccupied by your crusade to help as we’re slaughtered as a warning to the rest? Will my wife be forced to watch as I charge helplessly at the hunter, only to have my throat ripped out and my blood drained, leaving her at the mercy of that monster?”

“I … don’t know how to answer that.”

“Look at us.” Oliver swept a hand around the table. “Besides you, what chance do any of us have against a vampire, let alone an elite deviant hunter? The best we can hope for is to run. You say you’ll defend my daughter, and I believe you—I can sense your conviction—but this plan will endanger more than your small team. Others will find themselves sucked into your crusade, whether they have the power to defend themselves or not. And so I ask you, what about them? Can you keep them safe, too?”

Clarke sighed and tapped his fingers on the table, unsure how to respond.

“I don’t make promises I can’t keep,” he said eventually. “There’s only so much within my power to control. We know we face an uphill battle; the vampires are numerous, powerful, and well-entrenched. But, with all due respect, sir, your daughter believes this is a battle worth fighting, and so do I.”

Oliver nodded. “I can respect that. Just as I hope you’ll respect the answer you know I’m about to give.”

“Dad, please, if you’ll just—” Emma pleaded, but her father cut her off with a sharp wave.

“Our answer is no.” The incubus rose to his feet, and his succubus wife pushed up from the table to join him, though with some reluctance.

“Dad …”

“I’m sorry, Emma. I know you believe deeply in this cause, enough to risk it all. I can respect that, even if I don’t agree with it. But what I can’t allow is for you to drag me or your mother into this. We won’t try to stop you—we love you too much for that—but we can’t help you in this fight.”

Emma’s eyes began to tear up.

“I’m sorry,” Oliver said, his voice devoid of any joy. “This is the way it has to be.”


Three


Clarke set the tray down on the table and shifted the Sprite and small fries over to Emma. He dropped into the booth across from her and began to unwrap his double-patty Five Guys cheeseburger.

“Well,” he sighed more than said, “all we can do is move on and try something else.”

“Yeah.” Emma nibbled on a fry.

“You want to talk about it?”

“What’s there to say? My parents have their heads stuck in the sand, and nothing we do is going to yank them out.”

“Can you really blame them? They’re just frightened, same as everyone else who knows the truth and stays silent while the vampires have their way with humanity.”

“I was hoping they’d show a little backbone.”

“Come on. You said yourself our chances weren’t great.” He raised his burger. “No point letting one failure get us down. Maybe Brooke will have better luck.”

“Maybe. Is she on her way?”

“Should be here any minute, according to her last text.”

Clarke bit into his burger, and Emma chewed her way through a second fry.

The bell over the door jangled a few minutes later, and a tall, athletic young woman walked in, clad in a pair of ripped jeans and a faded T-shirt with the picture of a gratuitous boob window on the front. Not that she needed any help to draw attention to that area. Behind the graphic, the T-shirt strained to hold in her high and heavy chest. A black collar hung around her neck, a single metal ring dangling from the front.

She’d wrangled her voluminous brunette hair into a ponytail, which almost reached all the way down to her wolf tail. She scanned the restaurant with yellow eyes, then caught sight of Clarke waving at her. The furry points of her wolf ears perked up, and she hurried over.

“Hey, Brooke.” Clarke slid over in the booth to make room for her. “How’s it going?”

“Not bad. A bit hungry.”

“I’ve got you covered.” Clarke transferred two double bacon cheeseburgers and a large Coca-Cola from the tray over to the wolf girl.

“Aww.” Brooke Hawthorne wagged her tail and smiled wide enough to show her fangs. “You know me so well.”

“How’d it go?” Emma asked.

“Just came from a place called The Establishment,” Brooke said, unwrapping her first burger. “It’s a restaurant and hotel that caters to the shifter crowd. I put out some feelers, let it be known there’s a new crew of specialty problem solvers in town. A few people sounded interested. How about you two?”

Emma let out a long raspberry.

“That bad?” Brooke’s ears drooped.

“My parents refuse to listen to reason. About the only good thing that came from it is now my mom wants to join our harem.”

Brooke froze with the burger halfway to her mouth. She gave Clarke an urgent, almost panicked look.

He shook his head, and the wolf girl relaxed enough to take her first bite.

“She may have been teasing,” Emma continued, staring out the window. “Hard to tell with her sometimes.”

“But would you be okay with that?” Brooke asked carefully. “Having your mom join in, I mean?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“Well …” Brooke frowned.

“It’s not like my dad would object. Quite the opposite, in fact.”

“But wouldn’t that be awkward?” Brooke asked. “Doing it with your mom present?”

Clarke took a long sip of water, not sure if he wanted to jump into this particular minefield.

“I don’t see how,” Emma replied. “The more succubi in the fuck pile, the better.”

Clarke snorted water out his nose.

“You okay there?” Emma asked.

“Never better.” He grabbed the communal pile of napkins and began sponging up the water.

“Succubi and werewolves are so different,” Brooke said. “Involving my own mother like that is completely inconceivable.”

“You tell her, Brooke,” Clarke said, glad to finally receive some support on the topic.

“I mean, she’s already in a committed relationship. I wouldn’t be here otherwise. She has her alpha”—Brooke leaned into Clarke—“and I have mine.”

“And you wouldn’t invite her in?” Emma asked. “Not under any circumstances?”

“It’d have to be an extreme case.”

“Such as?”

“My dad meeting an untimely end and my mom still wanting kids. Under those circumstances, I suppose it’s possible for a mother and daughter to end up with the same alpha, but like I said, that’s an extreme case. And a rather grim one, too.”

Clarke rubbed his aching temples.

“Something wrong?” Brooke asked.

“Look, ladies.” He put on his best serious face. “It feels strange that I have to clarify this, but I will not, under any circumstances, fuck any of your mothers.”

Emma and Brooke watched him for long silent seconds, as if expecting him to say more. They eventually turned to each other and shrugged.

“Works for me,” Brooke said, and chomped into her burger.

“You sure, Clarke?” Emma asked. “My mom is good. You should see what she charges her special case clients.”

“I feel strongly about this.”

“You sound like a human talking.”

“Emma, I am human.”

“Oh, right.” The succubus laughed and shook her head, which was about the only good thing to come out of their discussion.

The trio resumed eating, and Brooke devoured her first burger before Clarke was done with half of his.

“That hit the spot!” The werewolf crumpled the empty wrapper and grabbed her second burger. “We still on for gaming this Friday?”

“We are,” Emma said. “Unless we need to follow up one of your leads. You finish upgrading your mech?”

“Not yet, but I’ll update my stats sometime this week. How about you, Clarke?”

“My titan is ready for more action. Plus, I’m meeting Sammy on Thursday to work on our minis.”

“Nice!” Brooke took out her second burger. “There’s something uncouth about playing with unpainted models.”
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Brooke texted Clarke that Wednesday: Someone’s interested in our services! They want to see you! Meet me at my apartment after school?

He replied: I’ll be there.

He pulled into the apartment complex around five, driving the Z4 again. Technically, the roadster was Sammy’s and not his, but she’d handed him the keys after they started dating, and his old hand-me-down had sat in the lot collecting dust ever since. The sports car may have lacked back seats, which sometimes proved inconvenient when it came to his complicated love life, but it was still a BMW roadster. No way he’d let a ride like that sit idle!

He rang the doorbell and heard a loud thump.

“Just a minute!” Brooke called out.

“You all right in there?”

“Never better!”

More noises followed, and Clarke struggled to decipher them. Was she rearranging furniture? He grimaced as he waited outside, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

The door peeked open, and Brooke slipped out and closed it behind her. She wore a loose T-shirt and yoga pants, which made her look sexy in a comfy, day-at-home way—but also screamed “ready for combat” in Clarke’s mind. With that outfit, she could shift into a full werewolf without endangering her wardrobe.

“Expecting trouble?” he asked.

“No, but it doesn’t hurt to be prepared.” She smiled broadly at him. “Anyway, ready when you are!”

“What was going on in there?”

“No-o-o-thing.”

“That was a lot of noise for ‘nothing.’”

“What noise?” Brooke gave him another toothy grin.

“You know, it occurs to me I’ve never seen the inside of your apartment.”

“Really?” She tried to sound surprised. “Imagine that.”

“Yeah.” Clarke tilted his head to look past her at the door. “And now I find myself curious.”

“It’s messy in there.”

“That’s all right. How bad could it be?”

“Well …” Brooke let out a nervous laugh. “Hold that thought. I’ll be right back.”

She cracked the door open, backed through it, and slammed it shut.

More sounds, perhaps from heavy furniture being pushed around, came from inside.

After a few minutes, he heard an excited, “Oh, that’s where you went!” followed by several loud squeaks.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

“Just another minute!”

The door eventually opened, Brooke swinging it back as if making a grand reveal. She tossed her ponytail over a shoulder and leaned against the doorjamb with arms crossed under her breasts.

“Good sir, welcome to my humble abode.”

She stepped aside and gestured for him to follow.

The first things he noticed were the bits of debris scattered about the floor: scraps of paper, strands of stuffing, chunks off the walls, and random pieces of rubber or plastic he couldn’t quite place. The carpet showed several arcs of discoloration where furniture had been dragged across it recently, most of the tracks leading to a single closed door wrapped in caution tape.

Against his better judgment, he headed straight for that door and reached for the knob.

“Not that one!” Brooke sprang in front of him.

“Any particular reason why?”

“It’s … messy in there.”

He glanced around the room, which lacked any furniture, though a few clean squares or rectangles on the floor betrayed its existence, now apparently relocated to the room with the caution tape.

“Messi-er,” she clarified.

“Is this making you uncomfortable?”

“Not at all!” She put on a forced grin.

“I’m making you uncomfortable. I can tell. I should probably stop.”

He turned in a slow circle. The kitchen counter was a mountain composed of boxes for protein bars, cereal, and Pop-Tarts. A long coil of rope hung over the edge, alongside a …

“Brooke?”

“Yes?”

“Is that a severed arm in your kitchen?”

“Oh, shit!”

She bolted over to the counter, grabbed the appendage, and rushed back to the caution door fast enough for him to feel the wind of her passage. She cracked the door open, tossed the severed limb inside, and slammed it shut again.

“Brooke?”

“It’s not real. It’s made of rubber.”

“Okay. Fair enough. But, if you don’t mind me asking, what’s a fake severed arm doing in your kitchen?”

“Because I brought it home.”

“Again, fair enough. Any particular reason why you decided to do that?”

“Because they let me keep it.”

“‘They’?”

“The people at The Establishment.”

“You mean the shifter business you mentioned? The one where you went looking for leads?”

“The same.”

“They let you keep a rubber arm?”

“I paid for it fair and square.”

“You—I feel like I’m missing something here.” He reached down and picked up a random scrap of rubber. The chunk was flesh colored.

“Shall we head out?” Brooke asked.

“Perhaps we should.” Clarke let the rubber scrap fall from his fingers.

They headed out and when they reached the car, he held the door open for her.

“Aww, yeah!” she declared excitedly, climbing in. “We’re taking the Bimmer!”

He chuckled as he closed her door, then rounded the hood to his side. He sat down and started the vehicle.

“I’ve got the address right here,” she said, programming it into the roadster’s GPS.

“Where are we headed?”

“North Star Construction. Jeremy North would like a chat with us about his problem.”

The first set of directions popped into the heads-up display, and Clarke followed them out of the apartment complex.

“What do we know about Mr. North and his problem?”

“He’s a werebear patriarch. One of the older ones around Chester Creek.”

“A patriarch?”

“The position is similar to a werewolf alpha, though the familial structure leans closer to an extended human family than a werewolf pack. His sons and daughters and their families all do their part for the company, but he sits at the eye of the pyramid. It’s more a gerontocracy than an androcracy.”

“You’re throwing a lot of big words my way.”

“Sorry.” Brooke laughed. “Shifter culture can get complicated. I mean werebears generally follow the oldest—and presumably wisest—amongst them rather than how werewolves gravitate toward the most powerful male. As for the problem, all I know is it’s something he’s not comfortable taking to the police.”

“Not illegal, I hope.”

“No, not a chance. First, he’s not going to involve unknowns like us in business that could land him in trouble, and second, his reputation tells me he’s a straight shooter through and through. The tough-but-fair sort. He’ll squeeze everything he can out of us at the bargaining table, but he’ll honor his word once given.”

“Good, we can work with that. Any idea what we’re looking at in terms of the actual work?”

“A supernatural issue of some kind, though your guess is as good as mine right now. Could be anything.”

“Then we’ll just have to wait and see.” Clarke took a turn onto Leffel Road, one of the city’s main highways. “Strange, though, that he’d seek help from outsiders rather than deal with it internally.”

“Could be the problem’s too big or powerful for them to handle. Remember, they’re all hexed, which significantly dampens their shifter magic. Individually, they’re nowhere near as strong or durable as I am.”

“How big is the company?”

“Maybe twenty or thirty people.”

“That’s a lot of shifters, even if they are hexed.” Clarke switched lanes and continued down the highway. “Why’s he want to see me?”

“Because you’re my alpha. He wishes to meet with you, one leader to another. You know, to get a feel for you before our ‘packs’ do business.”

“I’m not actually in charge of Broken Fang. We still vote on major decisions.”

“Well, you’re my leader,” she said, gazing at him fondly. “Besides, I’m trying to appeal to his shifter sensibilities. We want him to view you as an equal.”

“Does he know I’m a blood knight?”

“No, I deliberately left what you are vague.”

“Good. Let’s keep it that way until we have a better read on him.”

“You’ve got it. But even if he doesn’t know what you are, he knows what you’ve done. Our victory against the CCU vampires was more than enough to pique his interest.”

“Understood. I’ll try to play up that angle.” He glanced over at her. “This is our only lead right now, Brooke. We need this. Got your game face ready?”

“Absolutely. I’ll follow your lead, however you want to handle this.”

“Thanks,” he said, smiling. “I know I can always count on you.”
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The North Star Construction main office was a small, unremarkable building situated near a large, rectangular warehouse. Half the parking lot was taken up by a variety of heavy construction vehicles: wheeled cranes, cement mixers, bulldozers, excavators, forklifts, and more. Clarke parked the roadster next to a white Mercedes-Benz GLE and headed inside with Brooke.

A layer of magic permeated the building—not centralized, but ubiquitous throughout the brick walls and hardwood floors, as if years of ambient shifter magic had soaked into the foundations. It carried an animalistic musk, along with a sense of strength and heat.

The reception area was a simple affair, its walls lined with large, framed pictures of elaborate homes and commercial high rises. The receptionist looked up from her computer screen as they entered, her brown bear ears twitching.

“Hello,” Clarke said, stopping in front of her desk. “We have an appointment with Mr. North.”

The woman’s eyes flashed over to Brooke then back to her screen.

“Clarke and Hawthorne?”

“That’s us.”

“He’s expecting you. Straight down the hall, door at the end. Can’t miss it.”

“Thank you.”

Clarke and Brooke followed her instructions and found the door marked Jeremy North, General Manager. He knocked politely.

“Come in.” The man’s voice was deep, clear, and resonant, despite the closed door.

Clarke stepped inside, and Jeremy North rose from behind his massive brown maple desk, a wide window at his back. He was a large man with thick arms and a broad chest. His white hair—complete with bear ears—was cut into a severe buzz except for a braided beard, which draped down the front of his well-tailored business suit. He studied them with sharp reddish-brown eyes.

“You two must be our problem solvers,” he said rather than asked, shaking their hands.

“We hope so, sir. Thank you for agreeing to speak with us.”

“Please, have a seat. Let’s talk.”

Clarke and Brooke settled into a pair of seats, and Jeremy dropped heavily into his own massive chair, the leather sighing.

“What can you tell us about your problem?” Clarke asked.

“First things first.” Jeremy leaned forward with a half-smile. “Why so cagey? Surely, you realize you’re among friends here.”

Clarke frowned ever so slightly. “I’m afraid I don’t follow you.”

“No need to hide your true self in this company.” Jeremy flicked one of his ears. “Come on. Out with it. What kind of shifter are you?”

“I hate to disappoint you, but I’m not one.”

“You’re not a shifter?” The werebear’s smile vanished.

“Is that a problem?”

“It depends, I suppose.”

“On what?”

“What are you, if not a shifter?”

“I’d rather not say.”

“Dragonkin, perhaps? A mage of some variety? A warlock or wizard?”

“I’d rather not say,” Clarke repeated.

“You can’t be any old demihuman.” Jeremy’s eyes flicked over to Brooke. “Not with a werewolf accepting you as her alpha. That already narrows the field. Come on. Why not tell me? What’s the harm in it?”

“Do you really need to know?”

“I don’t need to, but I like to understand who I’m dealing with when it comes to certain kinds of problems.”

“What sort of problem?”

“The difficult kind.”

“I’m strong enough to take on some very nasty problems, and I’m not a shifter.”

“And?”

“And that’s all I’ll say for now. I need to know you better before I’m willing to share more. Now, if you please, why don’t we get to the heart of why we’re here?”

“Hmph.” Jeremy turned to Brooke. “I suppose you won’t tell me either.”

“Not without his permission.”

“Naturally.” The werebear huffed out a deep breath. “Well, isn’t this uncomfortable?”

“Mr. North—” Clarke began.

“Look, I do have a situation at one of my construction sites, and a rather pressing one, too. But my gut tells me you’re more trouble than you’re worth. I’d like to bring you in on this, I really would. You certainly sound capable, but strength alone isn’t enough. I need to trust you, and right now I don’t.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Mr. North.”

“Can you at least tell me why you’re being so secretive?”

“I wish to avoid unwanted scrutiny from the vampires.”

“Don’t we all? Can you be more specific?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Hmm. Then there it is.” Jeremy rested his huge hands on the desktop. “Feels like we’re walking around in circles. I can respect the fact that you don’t know me well either, and I’d like to give you a chance. But mutual trust has to start somewhere, and if you’re not willing to take that first step, then I’m afraid you’re not going to have much luck drumming up business, with me or with anyone else. If you truly aren’t willing to be candid with me …?”

Jeremy let the silence linger, but Clarke only frowned and said nothing. He couldn’t go around declaring himself as a blood knight. He just couldn’t.

“Very well.” The werebear climbed to his feet. “Then I’m afraid we won’t be doing business. Thank you for your time, and I wish you good luck.” His face softened, showing a hint of sympathy. “I fear you’ll need it.”
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Clarke pulled out of the parking lot without saying a word. It wasn’t until they were back on Leffel Road that he said anything.

“Do you think I made the wrong call?”

“Hard to say.” Brooke sighed as she gazed at the passing terrain. “Everyone who knows you’re a blood knight adds to the risk.”

“But if we can’t find work, we can’t build our reputation. If we can’t build a solid rep, we’ll never attract allies. If we can’t do that, then our goals might as well be on the other side of the galaxy. Maybe I should have told North. Think we should head back and spill the truth?”

“It’ll make us look desperate.”

“We are desperate.”

“I’m sorry.” Her ears drooped.

“Whatever for?”

“This is my fault. I’ve been telling people you’re my alpha to drum up interest, but I should have realized North sticks to business within the shifter community. Of course he’d believe you were another shifter, which led straight to today’s mess.”

“It’s all right. We were bound to face some struggles coming out of the gate. Any thoughts on what comes next?”

“I’ll check back with The Establishment in a few days, see if there are any other interested parties.”

“Sounds good.” He reached over and patted her thigh. “Don’t worry. We’ll find someone who’ll give us a chance.”

“I hope you’re right.”

They drove on in relative silence. Clarke was tempted to switch on some music to brighten the mood, but then he glanced over at Brooke, at her wolf ears, and a thought crossed his mind.

“Got a question for you, Brooke.”

“Yeah?”

“A lot of shifters seem to stick to their hybrid forms. In fact, I hardly ever see you without your wolf ears and tail out. Is that the norm?”

“Usually. Our species used to stick to human form when in public, but that was a long time ago, back when vampiric hexes weren’t everywhere. Nowadays, there’s no pressing need to keep our true nature secret, since control spells prevent humans from seeing us for what we really are. Plus, we’re stronger in our hybrid forms.”

“Then why did you appear fully human the first few times I saw you, even after Emma broke my hex?”

“Ashley asked us to stay as human as possible around you initially. We weren’t sure when your hex would pop.” She chuckled. “Imagine all of us ‘transforming’ into monster girls in the middle of game night!”

“Yeah, that would have been quite the shock.”

“Speaking of which, game night can’t come soon enough. I could use something to unwind after today.”

“You and me both.”


Four


Clarke swung by Ashley’s apartment after class. Sammy wouldn’t leave the university for another hour, so he had time.

“It’s unlocked,” came the angel’s cool voice.

He opened the door. The interior was as barren as ever, barely showing any signs of occupancy. The walls were unadorned, the floor immaculately clean, and every piece of furniture was set at a perfect right angle. Contrary to what he’d expected from her origin, there was no religious iconography on the walls, no splashes of gold leaf or elaborate holy mosaics, and a distinct lack of heavenly choirs singing in the background—but then, they’d been using “angel” as shorthand for some unnamed celestial power, anyway, which may or may not have been tied to some specific earthly faith.

Of all his companions, Ashley was the most inexplicable, even to herself.

That mysterious nature extended to other facets of her being. The only food in the fridge was what he’d brought over during his occasional visits; he wasn’t sure Ashley even needed to eat. She often did when those around her were enjoying a meal, but the action seemed to stem from politeness or a desire to belong, rather than hunger.

Ashley Smith sat at her desk, an orb of light hovering above to illuminate a heavy, leatherbound tome. She looked up as the door closed behind him.

“Good evening, Clarke.”

“Hey there.”

She turned to face him, exposing her firm, round breasts. She was completely naked except for the large, feathery expanse of her white wings and the golden shine of her halo, broken and slowly revolving over her head. Her long, blonde hair cascaded over the too-perfect skin of her slender shoulders, and her eyes were deep pools of ocean blue.

Clarke held up a plastic bag. “I brought you some vegetarian pho.”

“That’s sweet of you.” She closed the book. “Thank you.”

He grabbed a bowl and silverware from the kitchen cupboard, mixed the pho noodles and broth with the carton of veggies, and set it on the dinner table for her. She joined him there.

“You’re not eating?” she asked.

“I’m heading over to Sammy’s after this. She’s feeding me.”

“Ah.” She smiled knowingly. “Of course. Feeding you and then some.”

“You know Sammy. I just figured you might appreciate a break and a bite to eat before I left.”

“I do, thank you.” She sipped at the broth with a spoon, then picked up her chopsticks.

“Still studying Heinrich’s grimoire?”

“Still.” She glanced back at the book on her desk.

“How’s it going?”

“In a word, interesting. Now that I can read the whole thing—and know Heinrich was actually an old pureblood vampire and wrote this grimoire specifically for his decoy—the gaps I’m finding make a lot more sense. He clearly chose to leave certain information out, especially when it came to his reasons for coming to this area.”

“He didn’t trust his own decoy with that knowledge?”

“It could merely be a matter of practicality. The decoy had a role to fill, and Heinrich only gave him what he needed to carry it out. Nothing more, nothing less. Either way, though, Heinrich held his cards close to his chest.”

“Then why continue to study it?”

“Because Heinrich isn’t the only one who wrote in it.” Ashley looked up from the bowl of pho. “The decoy made use of it as well, and his notes provide a unique perspective on his master’s activities. You see, he was wondering what Heinrich was up to around Chester Creek, same as us, and he chronicled his own attempts to learn more.”

“Anything good so far?”

“Not really. It’s all so scattered and incomplete. ‘What did my master mean when he said X? Why is my master doing Y? Why won’t Heinrich share Z with me?’ Page after page of questions like that, plus strange references to a ‘bone scepter,’ of all things. None of it is helpful on its own, but perhaps I can tease some meaning out by reading between the lines.”

“Well, if anyone can do it, it’s you.”

“Thanks. Any more news on the Broken Fang front?”

Clarke stuck his tongue out and gave her a thumbs down.

“I see.” She let out a quiet sigh. “I suppose these things take time.”

“Yep.”

“You’re not mad at Emma or Brooke, are you?”

“Of course not. Why would I be?”

“They both feel bad about letting you down.”

“Well, they didn’t. Our failures are as much my fault as anyone else’s, but so what? We knew this was going to be tough from the start. The only people who never fail are those who never try. Sure, we’ve had some stumbles this week, but that doesn’t change the fact that we’re a damn good team. We just haven’t caught our lucky break yet.”

“We’re a team, yes. But have you thought about who everyone’s started looking to for guidance?”

“Please don’t say it’s me.”

She gave him a slender smile.

“Come on, Ashley. I’m not the leader Broken Fang needs. It’ll be a while before I catch up to the rest of you, if ever.”

“It’s true you’re new to the world of vampires, demihumans, and magic, but like it or not, Clarke, you have that special spark. That knack that makes you a leader. I see it, and so do the others. Take Brooke, for example.”

“Brooke is … a very straightforward woman.”

“One who is instinctively drawn to strong men, often with an aura of leadership about them. And let’s not forget Emma. Do you know how rare it is for a succubus to mate exclusively with one man?”

“No.”

“Rare enough that I can count the ones I know on one hand.”

“She’s also straightforward, in her own way. Did you hear about how her mother came on to me?”

“Emma just wants you to be happy and is very flexible with how she helps you attain that happiness. Even if her hypersexual nature clashes with your human upbringing sometimes.”

“‘Clash’ is certainly the right word. What about Sammy?”

“She spent her entire childhood believing she was human, and her awakening was far rougher than yours. Both of you crossed that same threshold, which means you understand what she went through better than any of us can. That’s part of what draws her to you. You’ve helped her make sense of herself, which is a more precious gift than you may realize.”

“She still thinks of herself as a monster.”

“And you accept her for who and what she is, despite that. Don’t discount the power acceptance can have on a woman.”

“I don’t. I know Sammy has some tough hangups about herself.”

“Which you’ve helped her face, perhaps for the first time in her life. Why wouldn’t she follow you to the ends of the world?”

“Hmm.” Clarke glanced away with a look of contemplation.

“And?” Ashley added delicately.

“And what?”

“There’s one person left, or have you forgotten?”

“Certainly not!” He grinned at the angel. “But you’re as much a mystery to yourself as you are to the rest of us.”

“True. I wish I remembered what brought me to this plane of existence.” She plinked her halo with a finger. “But I’m out of touch with my older memories. Still, I recognize what the vampires have done here as a great and terrible injustice, and I find myself compelled to do everything within my power to stop them.”

“Honestly, I thought you were Broken Fang’s leader at first.”

“Maybe that was true for a time, back when it was just me and Emma picking who to bring into the fold, but things are different now. You’re a natural leader, Clarke, and you’ll only become more capable in this role with time and experience.”

“I’ll do my best not to let you down.”

“You won’t. I have every confidence in you.”

“At least that makes one of us.” He checked the time on his phone.

“Need to head out?”

“Yeah. Sammy’s last class is over, so …”

He began to rise, but Ashley reached out and gave his hand a soft squeeze.

“Would you mind staying a little longer? At least until I finish the pho you brought?”

“Sure, Ashley.” He smiled warmly at her and sat back down. “No problem.”
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Clarke stopped at the mansion’s main gate and leaned out the car window to key the reader. The wrought iron barrier split open, and he drove around the turnabout, parking in front of Sammy’s expansive two-story mansion. He climbed out of the roadster and swept his gaze around the property. A few lights shone through blinds along the ground floor.

“Guess I’ll let myself in.”

He fished his keys out again and buzzed himself in through the front door. The foyer was empty, and all the doors on both floors were shut.

“Sammy?” he called out. “You home?”

His voice echoed in the foyer.

His phone vibrated, and he checked it to find a message from Sammy: Picking up food. Be home soon. Love you!

He stuffed his hands into his pockets and leaned against the banister for one of the staircases.

It wasn’t long before the rumble from an emerald green BMW M3 pulled in beside his Z4. Clarke pushed off the banister and headed out the front door.

“Hey there!” Samantha “Sammy” Eloise gave him a quick wave as she rounded her car and popped the trunk. “Give me a hand with dinner?”

“Sure thing.” He paused to appreciate her appearance. “You’re looking rather voluptuous this evening.”

“Oh, you noticed.” She gave him a sly wink. “I may have a surprise for you later.”

“Can’t wait.”

His love life with the slime girl was filled with variety, since Sammy enjoyed experimenting with different appearances whenever they slept together. Tonight, her black leather jacket strained to hold in her breasts while offering a tantalizing peek of deep cleavage. She was also taller than her baseline appearance, and her ankles showed at the bottom of her black jeans. Her red hair was long and straight, reaching down to her thighs, and her eyes were a vivid blue-green.

The pleasant aroma of garlic and marinara tingled Clarke’s nostrils as he grabbed the first load of takeout.

“I was in the mood for Italian,” Sammy said, lifting her own stack. “Hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. Smells great.”

They needed two trips to bring all the food inside and set it on the kitchen counter.

“I bought lasagna, spaghetti with meatballs, chicken alfredo, veal parmigiana, two different pizzas, a buttload of garlic toast and …” She ran a finger back and forth across the spread. “There may be a salad or two cowering behind the real food. Also, I stocked the fridge yesterday with all your favorite desserts, so we are covered. Anything catch your eye?”

“I could go for the veal parm, unless you had your heart set on it.”

“Veal parm, it is!” She set his container aside. “You mind if I speed eat? I want to start painting as soon as possible.”

“Be my guest.”

“Thanks! You’re such an understanding boyfriend.”

“I try my best.”

Sammy stripped off her jacket and shirt, leaving on a black bra holding in two luscious mounds that drew Clarke’s eyes like a magnet. She opened one of the pizza boxes and rolled the contents into a giant bread-and-meat cigar before shoving the whole thing down between her breasts. Her skin turned pink and slightly translucent as the silhouette of a pizza floated inside of her.

“Yummy!” she declared, opening the second pizza box. “I’m glad they followed my instructions. Last time they sliced the pizza up normally. I still tried to roll it but half the toppings ended up on the floor!”

“Can’t have that.” Clarke cut into his veal parmigiana and took a bite.

Sammy devoured one dish after another with the vigor of a woodchipper buzzing through dry branches. Clarke barely managed to finish his meal by the time she cleared out the rest, and only because she decided to savor the lasagna by bothering to chew it. They topped dinner off with two ice cream sundaes, cleared out the trash, and retired to the art room.

All the art room tables had built-in wheels, and Sammy had prepped the place by unplugging the computer desk and printers and aligning them against one wall. She’d brought out a long white table for them to work on, its surface colored with flecks from countless hours spent painting. Dozens of mecha and monster models about as tall as his hand were lined up in front of tiered trays for paint pots, airbrush equipment, painting palettes, and cups full of brushes.

“I primed them yesterday,” Sammy said, turning on a wall-mounted TV. “You want to start with yours?”

“I figured I would.”

He picked out several red and metallic basecoats along with a few washes and sat down with his primed miniature.

An anime from Sammy’s extensive collection began to play in the background, and she joined him at the table.

“What show are we watching?”

“High School DxD. Heard of it?”

“I might have.” He eyed her curvy figure and shock of long red hair—a look that echoed his favorite character from the show.

“Later,” she said with a wink.

He chuckled and began basing his miniature’s armor in the darkest shade of red. Sammy began working through the other mecha models with assembly line efficiency, applying one color at a time and then circling back to the first for the next coat. She painted all of the joints and artificial muscles underneath the armor with practiced speed, all while avoiding the broad armored panels.

“By the way, Clarke?” Sammy asked sometime during the third episode.

“Yes?”

“I will not, under any circumstances, ask you to fuck my mom.”

He gave her some side eye.

“Under any circumstances,” she stressed. “Just want to be clear on that.”

“You and Emma have a chat?”

“Yeah. She passed on your preferences.” Sammy rolled her eyes. “As if that wasn’t a given already. I can’t even touch most people without poisoning them.”

“Emma means well.”

“I know. Still weirded me out. How’s your mech coming along over there?”

“I’m trying to figure out how you’re ahead of me when you’re painting so many at a time.”

“Speed painting experience. I’ve done up a few Warhammer 40K armies over the years.”

“I didn’t know that. You play Warhammer?”

“Play, no. Build and paint, yes. I especially enjoy kitbashing. I’ve got quite the collection of spare bits.”

“What armies have you painted?”

“Let’s see here …” She glanced up in thought. “Aeldari were my first.”

“Good old space elves. What else?”

“Did a space marine chapter next. Ultramarines, even though I know they’re the most vanilla of vanilla factions.”

“Hey, nothing wrong with the classics. Anything come after that?”

“Tyranids. Lots and lots of Tyranids. I had fun using spares from the other armies as mangled body parts and gore.”

“Nice. Very appropriate for the Great Devourer.”

“I’ve done a few others over the years, but my most recent army was Imperial Knights. Because I love me some big, stompy robots.”

“Who doesn’t?”

“Exactly! And it’s not just Games Workshop products for me. I love digging into a good Gunpla kit and giving the model a custom paint job. The more complex and finicky the build, the better. I freakin’ love those things!” She pointed her brush at him. “How about you? Any plastic crack in your history?”

“Not as much as you, I’m afraid.”

“Details, my good man. I demand details.”

“Well, I had a Necron army once, but the paint job wasn’t very good. Just the bare minimum I needed to make it tournament legal.”

“Hey, everyone’s got to start somewhere.”

“After that I did a space marine chapter.”

“Which one?”

“The Grey Knight daemonhunters.”

“Neat. What drew you to them?”

“I got them for cheap and I had a lot of metallic paints left over from the Necrons.”

Sammy snorted out a laugh.

“Come on,” he said. “I was building an army on a budget. Not all of us have your family’s resources.”

“Sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed.”

They continued painting until Sammy sat back and let out a long sigh.

“Clarke?”

“Yep?”

“What would you say to moving in with me?”

He set his paint brush down and looked over at her. “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to avoid situations where I have to pick favorites.” He grimaced. “Even though I kind of am with Emma right now.”

“Brooke and I understand. You two started dating first, which is why you moved in with her. But what if you didn’t have to pick favorites at all?”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“Why don’t all of you move in?” Sammy spread her arms expansively. “I have more than enough room.”

“You wouldn’t mind the others?”

“Heck, no!” She leaned closer. “Especially if it means I get to wake up next to you more often.”

“What about your parents?”

“Pfft! They don’t care what I do with the place as long as I don’t burn it down.”

“Is that so?” He began to nod. “I hadn’t considered this, but it could work. Let’s bring it up with the others. Maybe during tomorrow’s game night?”

“Sounds like a plan to me. It’ll also make coordinating Broken Fang business easier.” She gave him a steamy look. “And perhaps other business as well.”

“Oh?” Clarke raised an eyebrow. “Other business, you say?”

“Care for a taste of what I have in mind?”

She paused the show. By chance, the animation froze on a very boobalicious frame.

“Just let me get ready for you.” She disappeared into the hallway and returned a few minutes later. She’d exchanged her clothes for an elaborate schoolgirl uniform with a white pleated top, black shoulder cape, and a short magenta skirt. She assumed a sultry pose at the threshold, her buxom chest thrust outward.

“That is a very good Rias Gremory cosplay,” Clarke said, walking over.

“You like what you see?”

“Very much so. Did you make the costume yourself?”

“Nah, I ordered it off Etsy. Took forever to arrive, too! Otherwise, I would have rolled this number out for you weeks ago.” She twirled her hair around two fingers. “I know you have a special place in your heart for redheads.”

“Guilty as charged.”

“The costume came with a wig, too.” She unwrapped her fingers and gave her hair a grand flourish. “But I don’t need one. I can also morph into any of the other ladies from the show. Akeno, Koneko, Xenovia. Just take your pick. You can do any of them tonight.”

Clarke pulled her into his arms. “You know you don’t have to change your appearance on my behalf.”

“But I like to.” She gazed into his eyes. “I enjoy making you happy.”

“You’ve succeeded.”

He lifted her chin and kissed her softly on the lips. The ladies in High School DxD mostly teased and tantalized the main character, but in that respect, Sammy wasn’t at all interested in canon-accurate cosplay. She answered his gentle kiss with a rough, eager tongue. Their tongues dueled as he gripped one of her breasts and massaged it through her costume. She moaned into his mouth, even hungrier than before, and reached down to rub the growing bulge in his jeans.

They broke their kiss, her skin blushing into the natural pink of her slime complexion for a brief moment.

“You must be uncomfortable,” she breathed huskily, stroking his crotch. “Let me help you with that.”

She dropped to her knees, unzipped his pants, and freed his member. He sprang forth at full attention. They were far off-canon now, but he wasn’t going to be a purist about it when a woman he loved was that close to his eager dick. Her fingers slid along the sides of his member, her warm breaths tickling the veined flesh. She looked up into his eyes, opened wide, and took the tip into her mouth.

“Mmm,” he murmured, then exhaled contently.

She swallowed his first few inches, then backed up to the tip and swirled her tongue around the glans. Clarke rested his hand on the back of her head, fingers lacing through her soft, silken hair.

She stroked him a few times with her hand then took him deeper, almost to the halfway point, then came up again. She played with him like that, alternating between pumping him and taking him ever deeper down her throat. Her nature as a slime meant she could control her skin’s friction precisely, and her small hands glided effortlessly along his shaft.

She clamped her hands on his buttocks and took him all the way down her throat.

“Yeah,” he grunted, holding her down, knowing she could take him as deep and as long as she wanted. (One of the perks of an ever-malleable slime girl.) Her throat constricted around his shaft in something like a slow, pulsing vibration as she ground her face against his crotch. She eventually came up off his shaft and let the end pop free of her lips before planting a tender kiss on the tip.

“I want you inside me,” she breathed, and then planted kisses along the underside of his dick.

Clarke took hold of her hands and pulled her upright, then kissed her before sweeping her off her feet and carrying her to the bedroom. He set her down on the sheets, the shelves along one wall packed with anime-themed stuffed animals and the floor littered with body pillows.

He untied her black neck scarf and unclasped the buttons down her shirt until he could push the opening wide enough to frame her breasts. She hadn’t bothered with a bra under the costume, and he smiled as he kneaded her supple flesh.

“Do you like what you see?” she asked him, tossing her long red locks aside.

“No. I love what I see.”

He took one of her nipples into his mouth, suckled on it, then circled the areola with his tongue. She twitched and sighed, fingers slipping through his hair, urging him to continue. He sucked on one breast and then the other before tracing a hand up her skirt. His eyebrows rose when his fingers landed upon her dripping sex instead of the panties he’d expected to find.

“This costume didn’t come with undergarments.” Sammy smiled wickedly and spread her legs. “Besides, what’s on display here is for your eyes only.”

“My eyes thank you for the feast.”

“And what about the rest of you?”

“How’s this for an answer?”

He lined himself up with the hot slit between her legs and pushed in.

“Yes.” She drew in a sharp breath. “I’ve missed this.”

He drove deeper, stretching her, filling her with every inch of himself until his abdomen pressed against her spread thighs. He bent down, one hand encompassing her neck, and kissed her as he began to piston in and out.

He settled into a firm, lustful rhythm, but then an errant thought jolted through him like a shock of electricity. He suddenly recalled his recent experience with Emma, how she’d helped him clear his mind in order to sense the magic within her more completely. He wondered if he could repeat his earlier success, even as he drove himself deep into Sammy, even as her costumed body shuddered with each powerful thrust.

He began to clear his mind.

“Yes!” she cried. “More! Harder! Faster!”

He obliged, his world filled with the feel of her soft skin, the musk of her juices, the sight of her body spread wide in acceptance⁠—

—and the feel of her magic.

Contradictions raged within her body: competing extremes of temperature, light, and solidity, all snaking around each other in an exhaustive dance. She was all of those and none of them, her aura a masterwork of opposing elements ready to surface at her command.

All except one.

Seeded deep within the nested layers of her potentials was a dark aspect, lonely and shunned by the others, bereft of a sibling to countervail its grim nature. It was death and decay, distilled and purified to an extreme, almost painful to gaze upon.

And yet this part, too, yearned for companionship, for an aspect of life and vitality to dance with, to orbit around, to act as a counterbalance.

He let her magic touch him. All of it, darkness included. He surrendered to the moment, to the intimacy. He loved her, loved all of her, and he accepted the beauty within her along with the grotesque.

Their magics mingled, and he became aware of her on levels he’d never experienced before, to a depth never before achieved. He saw her, really saw her, and understood that this strange imbalance within her aura was a wound, gaping and raw and ugly.

He yearned to heal it, to heal her.

Could he do that?

Should he even try?

He wanted to, and he pressed in with his magic, even as his body ached for release, skin glistening with sweat. He drove deeper into her, physically, mentally, magically—and exploded within.

“I’m close!” she cried out, eyes squeezed shut, legs wrapped around her, hands clawing at his back. “Yes! Yes!”

She convulsed around him amidst her own throes of ecstasy, back arching, muscles tense until she collapsed onto the bed, legs and arms spread, breasts heaving with each deep, wonderful breath.

His magic pulled back, once again conforming to the bounds of his body, and he slipped out of her to settle his weight by her side.

“You’re so good at this,” she uttered breathlessly, brushing her hand against his face.

He took hold of her hand and kissed her palm, even as he wondered at the feel of her magic.

Had she left him with some new ability? Or perhaps strengthened the resistances he already had? He wasn’t sure, but the sensations coursing through his body told him Power Graft had worked, even if the effect was as random as ever.

But even if the spell failed to power him up in some easily quantifiable manner, the exercise had taught him something far more valuable: his earlier success with Emma wasn’t some one-off event. He was growing more adept at controlling his magic, and through that control, his skill with Power Graft would improve as well.

It was only a matter of time before he fully mastered it.

Practice makes perfect, he thought with a wry grin. And my lovers are more than willing to help me practice.

“Something on your mind?” Sammy asked, playing with his hair.

“Thinking about us.” He smiled. “About how lucky I am to have you as a girlfriend.”

She blushed, then leaned forward and kissed him on the forehead.

“We’re both lucky.” Her skin shifted to a vibrant shade of pink, and her eyes brightened into twin glowing swirls of red and orange.

“You’re so beautiful,” he told her, even as his mind wandered back to the feel of her magic, and that curious hole in her aura.

A hole that seemed to want to be filled, and that brought up an interesting question: Could the magic from Power Graft flow in two directions?

Could he imbue his lovers with some portion of his own power?

He wasn’t sure and ultimately decided, as he and Sammy basked in the afterglow of their lovemaking, that this was a question for another day.


Five


“I’m going to …”

Clarke checked his quick reference guide once more, followed by his character sheet. He glanced back to the map draped over Emma’s coffee table. Hexagons broke up terrain dotted by plastic trees and rocks alongside a heroic force of well-painted miniatures. The party’s four titans—or magitek mecha—faced down an elite mercenary titan and two heavy vehicles.

“Ready, Clarke?” Ashley asked from behind her game master screen.

“I am. I’m going to start by advancing Titan Crimson Night with my standard move.” He tapped the model six hexes forward. “And now I’m going to burn two Fuel to execute a Superleap onto the closest vehicle.”

“The heavy quad with the energy mega-catalyst?”

“That’s the one.”

“You’ll need to make a gravity skill check.”

“Right.” He grabbed his D20 and rolled it onto the map. “Nine plus two for the tier of my gravity catalyst.”

“Eleven is a pass. Titan Crimson Night leaps through the air, leaving a shimmer of purple gravity magic in its wake.” Ashley rolled dice behind her screen. “It slams down onto the deck of the closest quad, and the crew scatters in the presence of your titan. Its main gun can no longer target you, and the crew has been Shaken by your bold advance. You gain Cover against all other enemies.”

“Yes!” Emma gave him a brief clap. “Nicely done, Clarke!”

“Thanks.” He moved the model onto the same hex as the quadrupedal heavy vehicle.

“Sammy, you’re up,” Ashley said.

“Okay!” Sammy reached for her bright pink mecha model. “Titan SW-Squared is going to⁠—”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not going to allow that.”

“What?” Sammy asked, fingertips resting on the model. “What’d I do wrong this time?”

“You’re the one who named your titan. You need to state its full name when declaring your actions.”

“Oh, come on. Seriously?”

“Game Master’s prerogative. Otherwise, rocks will fall, and everyone will die.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“You know I would.”

“Don’t tempt her,” Brooke whispered, her tail lashing the back of her chair. “We’re doing so well this time.”

“Fine.” Sammy huffed out a breath and grabbed her mini. “Titan Slippery When Wet will make a standard move forward.” She placed the model next to the enemy titan. “You happy now?”

“Happiness is a relative term.” Ashley sniffed primly. “I’d be happi-er if your titan had a sensible name.”

“It’s no worse than anyone else’s.”

“Hey, now.” Brooke gave her bulky, gray model a loving pat. “You leave Titan Lunarpocalypse out of this. You know how sensitive my character can be.”

“The same goes for Titan Perilous Embrace.” Emma inched her dark purple model more completely into its hexagon. “My character might take offense.”

“Come on, Ash,” Sammy said. “You going to haze me when these two chose names just as silly?”

“They followed the lore guidelines. You didn’t.”

“Like the lore makes any sense at all. Take this one for instance.” Sammy pointed to the black-and-green enemy model. “What kind of name is Titan Deathly Rhythm anyway? That’s nothing but try-hard gibberish.”

“It’s the name listed in the scenario.”

“It’s still weird as heck.”

“You going to take the rest of your turn or not?”

“Fine.” She picked up several coin-shaped counters from the stacks by her character sheet. “I’ll spend two Swiftmetal and three Fuel to⁠—”

“What tier is your titan’s furnace?” Ashley interrupted.

Sammy let out an exasperated sigh.

“The tier, please?”

“Slippery When Wet has a Tier Two furnace.”

“Then you can only spend two Fuel during your turn.”

“But I have a Tier Three matter catalyst. I’m about to ruin Deathly Rhythm’s deathly day.”

“I’m afraid I can’t let you do that.”

“But I spent all my upgrade points on that thing. What do you mean I can’t use it?”

“Both the titan’s furnace and the catalyst need to meet the spell’s requirements. What spell are you trying to cast?”

“Create Swiftmetal Greatsword.”

“You can cast a Tier Two version of that same spell.”

“But I lose a whole damage die if I do that. I was about to do 3d10 to his face!”

“I’m sorry, but those are the rules.”

“You telling me I goofed my upgrades?”

“So it would seem.”

Sammy gave her miniature a despondent look.

“The Tier Two spell still does a respectable amount of damage,” Clarke said.

“But now I’m stuck all the way out in front with my skirt blowing in the breeze!” Sammy reached for her titan. “Can I take my move back?”

“You’re committed after your hand leaves the model.”

“Come on, Ash! Cut me some slack!”

“If I let everyone undo every bad decision, we’d be here all night. You going to cast your spell or not?”

“Fine. I’ll create my greatsword and swing it at Deathly’s face.”

“Are you declaring a Targeted Attack against the titan’s head?”

“No, just trying to do some damage.”

“Roll to hit, please.”

Sammy completed her turn, and Ashley recorded the damage behind her screen.

“Emma, you’re up,” Ashley said.

“Moving Perilous Embrace into a better firing position.” The succubus stepped her model across the map. “And now I’m going to shoot Deathly Rhythm, casting Thermal Beam through my mega-catalyst.” She plinked down three Fuel tokens.

“Sammy’s titan is Engaged with Deathly Rhythm. You run the risk of hitting her by accident. Do you still want to go through with this?”

“Um.” Emma glanced over. “You okay with me trying, Sammy?”

“Do it. We need to take this bastard down. Otherwise, I’m dead next turn.”

“Then, yes. I’m going for the shot.”

“Roll to hit.”

Dice clattered across the map.

“Fuck,” Emma uttered under her breath.

“How bad?” Sammy asked.

“I rolled a one.”

“Uh.” Sammy slumped in her recliner.

“Critical Miss,” Ashley said. “You hit Titan Slippery When Wet by accident. Roll for damage.”

The table fell silent, all their faces grim as Emma selected six dice.

“Clarke,” Sammy said, “think you could spare some of your good luck to⁠—”

“And no using Minor Telekinesis,” Ashley said, eyes sharp over her game screen. “I’ll know if Clarke tries to fix the dice.”

“Fine.”

Emma rolled the dice, then cringed as she totaled the result.

“Thirty-one damage.”

“How many hit points does Slippery have left?”

“Not nearly enough,” Sammy said.

Ashley rolled behind her screen. “The beam pierces the titan’s back armor and bores into the furnace, rupturing the outer wall. The entire back of the titan blows off in a wild rain of scything metal and zigzagging energy. The titan collapses forward, a smoking and ruined husk, the fate of its pilot unknown.” She placed the model on its side.

“Well, shucks,” Sammy muttered, resting her cheek on a fist.

“Wow,” Emma said. “This scenario went downhill in a hurry.”

“Maybe you’re still alive in there?” Brooke asked hopefully.

“As a silver lining, the explosion did damage the enemy titan.” Ashley rolled more dice and jotted down the damage.

“Well, at least there’s that,” Sammy grumbled.

“Is it my turn?” Brooke asked eagerly, edging forward in her chair. “Can I go next?”

“Deathly Rhythm moves first.”

“Actually, can we pause here for a minute?” Sammy sat up. “I was going to bring this up after we finished the scenario, but with my titan facedown in the dirt, I don’t have much else to do.”

“Sure. What’s up?” Emma asked.

“Got some important business to discuss.”

“Oh, right!” Clarke smiled. “You want to ask them, or shall I?”

“It was my idea, so I’ll ask.” Sammy swept her gaze around the table. “Got a proposal for the group to consider. Most of you have seen my home, so you know the place has more space than I know what to do with. What would you all say to moving in with me?”

“Clarke, too?” Emma asked with an intrigued eyebrow.

“That goes without saying,” Sammy replied, smiling.

“I’m already on board with this,” Clarke said.

“Then I say this is a fantastic idea,” Emma said, her eyes twinkling. “There are so many potential upsides to this arrangement, and I’m not at all surprised you brought this up, Sammy. I figured you’d propose something like this eventually.”

“You know me that well, huh?”

“I know the general shape of how you feel.” Emma tapped her temple with a finger. “But I also didn’t want to rush you, so I let you come to this conclusion at your own pace.”

“I appreciate that.” Sammy turned to Ashley. “How about you?”

“The arrangement sounds reasonable. I’m in.”

“Got some rules for you before I let you move in.”

“Name them.”

“This goes for all of us, but doubly so for the angel. Everyone gets their own set of rooms to do with as they please, but outside those areas, you’re expected to put some damn clothes on.” Sammy gave Ashley a fierce eye. “You hear me, girl?”

“That seems fair. I agree to abide by your terms.”

“I don’t know …” Brooke said doubtfully.

“You want to roam the mansion naked?” Sammy asked.

“No, not that. Just thinking about my current setup. There’s a really nice park not far from the apartment. It’s within walking distance, and I like to spend my mornings there.” She squirmed in her seat. “Especially when the full moon is out and I start feeling anxious.”

“The main yard is two acres, and the property extends another three back into the woods. There’s also a stream back thataway that forms the property limit. Reed River Park is on the other side.”

Brooke’s ears stood up straight.

“You can zoom to your heart’s content across all of that,” Sammy added.

“I can?”

“There’s also an outdoor pool and an indoor basketball court.”

“Never mind!” Brooke’s eyes lit up. “I am so in!”

“Great!” Sammy glanced over each of them. “Then all that’s left is for us to look over our schedules and decide when each of you moves in.”
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The scenario ended in a nailbiter with the mercenary forces defeated but the party down two titans with a third heavily damaged. Fortunately, they managed to recover both pilots from the mech wreckage, and the quest reward more than made up for the damage they incurred.

Sammy stored all their miniatures in a foam carrying case. Ashley folded up the map and stuffed the reference books and scenario guide into her satchel. She gave Clarke a peck on the cheek and then headed home for the night.

Sammy and Brooke did not head home, but instead engaged in several heated dice-offs to determine “Who Went First.” Emma, as the lady of the abode, declined to participate and simply declared she would “Bring Up the Rear” (with a lot of winking and nudging).

Sammy won her impromptu contest with Brooke, and the defeated werewolf joined the succubus for ice cream bars from the freezer. Meanwhile, Sammy tugged Clarke into the bedroom, though he hardly required any encouragement. She slammed the door shut and began peeling off her clothes and then his.

“No costume tonight.” Her skin morphed into a vivid pink, her eyes transformed into bright swirls, and her short red hair became like fire to frame an oval face.

“You don’t need a costume to be beautiful,” he declared, moments before she pounced on him, her inertia carrying them both onto the bed. He rolled on top of her, and they began to make love.

One of the benefits of dating a slime girl was that she was capable of … adventurous positions, some only possible due to her inhuman flexibility, and they tried out several until she urged him onto his back. She mounted him, placed his hands on her breasts, and then rode him long and hard into the night until she coaxed both of them over the edge—then literally melted on top of him, completely undone by the pleasure they’d wrought together.

Brooke came in next, carrying her overnight bag.

“I heard about the noise complaints last time.” She placed the bag on the bed and unzipped it. Her cheeks flushed as she retrieved a fluorescent orange ball gag from its depths. “Bad girls deserve to be punished, don’t you think?”

Clarke knew what the werewolf wanted tonight, and he obliged, trussing her arms tightly behind her back, gagging and blindfolding her, and then anchoring her ankles with a spreader bar. He was painfully hard by the time he finished, despite his earlier orgasm.

She submitted to him, fully and completely, and he had his way with her. She moaned into the gag as he worked her over, her nipples taut, skin rosy and glistening with sweat. He nibbled on her sensitive wolf ears as he took her from behind, then played with her breasts as he took her from the front. He changed up her restraints a few times, and eventually brought her to a screaming—dare he say howling orgasm, mercifully muffled by the gag.

By the time Emma joined him in bed, he was once again thankful for the stamina he’d absorbed from Brooke all those weeks ago. The limited shifter magic coursing through his veins bestowed upon him the strength and endurance he needed to sate his monstrous girlfriends, even when the night became a relay race for them and a marathon for him.

Emma crawled onto the bed on all fours and pleaded for him to take her from behind, fulfilling her promise to “Bring Up the Rear.” Her sex was sopping wet yet still deliciously tight, no doubt primed by all the sexual energy effusing her apartment. She didn’t ask for anything special or fancy, simply begged him for release, hard and fast and deep.

He delivered it just the way she wanted, reducing her to a breathless, glistening heap on the bed.

Clarke took a shower before turning in, and Emma changed out the sheets, because they needed it after the night’s escapades. He snuggled up with Emma on one side and Brooke on the other, their tails tickling his legs as they all drifted into a peaceful slumber.

Sammy spent the night on the couch, a regrettable but necessary precaution given the toxins permeating her skin. Clarke had acquired the right resistances to lay with her, but she could sicken anyone else with a casual touch. Fortunately, Sammy took her temporary isolation with good cheer, and soon the apartment was filled with a variety of content snores.
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Clarke awoke to an empty bed. He stretched under the sheets, his arms and legs subconsciously seeking the warmth of absent companions. The morning’s light leaked into the room, and he blinked the bleariness away.

He heard a distant rustle and the sound of running water. He climbed out of bed, threw on a pair of boxers and a comfy T-shirt softened from years of use, then left the bedroom.

“Good morning, Sexy!” Emma waved a spatula at him from the kitchen, a pan of bacon sizzling on the stovetop. She wore her apron over a black long-sleeve shirt and a tight pair of booty shorts.

“Good morning,” Ashley greeted more sedately, herself dressed in tan slacks and a cream crisscross halter top that left her arms and shoulders bare. She wore her broken halo as a hairband, holding back her shimmering blonde locks.

“Hey, ladies.” Clarke stepped up to the counter. “What smells good?”

“Emma’s preparing breakfast,” Ashley said, nursing a cup of coffee. “Pancakes, scrambled eggs, and buttered toast.”

“And bacon!” Emma added.

“Yes,” Ashley agreed, with far less enthusiasm. “And bacon.”

“Because bacon makes everything better.”

“Not everything.”

“Everything!”

“We can agree to disagree. Just so long as I don’t have to pick bacon bits off my plate.”

“Don’t you worry, Ash. The meat is all isolated. I know your preferences.”

“Much obliged.”

“Here’s your morning cup.” Emma set a steaming mug on the counter.

“Thanks.” Clarke took a generous sip, which warmed his stomach. “Mm. I already feel more awake.”

“You’ve got good timing. I’m a few minutes from finishing round one.” Her eyes laughed at him. “Or perhaps it was bad timing? I was tempted to wake you up in the, um, ‘usual’ manner.”

“Naturally.” He glanced over the stacks of pancakes, the pile of toast glistening with butter, and the heaping mound of scrambled eggs. “That’s round one?”

“Sammy’s joining us for breakfast. She’s in the shower.”

“Ah. Never mind then.”

“I have enough ingredients for rounds two and three, just in case.”

“Is Brooke around somewhere?”

“She went for a run. Should be back any⁠—”

The wolf girl barged in through the front door like a force of nature.

“Hey, bitches! When do we—” She froze when she saw Clarke. Her gray tank top and jogging shorts left her firm midriff and long legs exposed. After a few moments of indecision, she smiled and gave him a demure wave of her fingers. “Morning, Clarke.”

“Good morning. You have an enjoyable run?”

“Decent enough. I did some laps around the complex. Not much else I could do around here. Can I get something to drink?”

“Got you covered.” Emma set a perspiring glass of ice water down on the counter.

“Thanks!” Brooke gulped the water so fast some of it dribbled down her neck.

“Great, everyone’s here!” Sammy walked in wearing a black bra and panties as she toweled off her hair. Her skin was a pale Caucasian pink, and she removed the towel to reveal a wild pixie cut of damp red hair. “When do we eat?”

“Very soon.” Emma heaped the bacon onto an empty plate. “Clarke, would you mind helping me serve everyone?”

“Not at all.”

He carried the toast and scrambled eggs over to the dinner table, followed by two plates of pancakes. Emma added the plate of bacon to the spread, then poured coffee and orange juice for everyone.

“Damn, Clarke,” Sammy said, sitting down. “You eat like this every day?”

“Not every day, but often enough. Emma enjoys cooking.”

“She even put chocolate chips in the pancakes!” Sammy served herself a stack of five flapjacks and drenched them in maple syrup. “Now this is my kind of breakfast! Would you be willing to cook like this after you move in?”

“If you’ll let me.”

“Let you? I’d pay you cook for me!”

Emma giggled. “That won’t be necessary.”

The group settled in for breakfast, filling the apartment with content munching and the clinking of silverware. Emma ate a small serving of scrambled eggs, then returned to the kitchen to prepare the next wave of pancakes for Sammy.

“Anyone have plans for the weekend?” the slime girl asked around a mouthful of toast.

“I’m going to check back in at The Establishment,” Brooke said. “Besides that, nothing.”

“You want to move in with me?”

“Not today. I need time to sort through all my junk and start packing. Maybe Sunday?”

“Works for me.”

“I can help out, too,” Clarke said.

Brooke froze, her yellow eyes growing wide.

“Is your place really that bad?” he asked.

“Yes?” she replied, more a question than an answer.

“How messy can it be?”

“Well …”

“Do you expect me to think less of you after I see your messy apartment?”

“Yes?”

“Brooke, we all plan to live under the same roof. Everyone has their quirks, and none of us are perfect.”

“Speak for yourself!” Sammy blurted out.

“Okay, well, besides Sammy, none of us are perfect. My point is any relationship comes with adjustments. A little give and a little take. I’m pretty sure I can manage a bit of give when it comes to your messes.”

“You sure?”

“I’m positive.”

“Okay.” The wolf girl smiled tentatively, and her tail wagged. “You can help me move, then.”

“That’s one down.” Sammy pointed a fork at Ashley. “What about you? Want to move in this weekend?”

“Won’t one of us cause more than enough commotion?”

“Doubt it. Come on. How much stuff do you need to haul? I bet we can fit it all in a shoebox.”

“I’m still busy with the grimoire. Maybe next weekend.”

“If you insist.” Sammy aimed the fork at Emma. “How about you?”

“Not this weekend. I have a few leads I want to try.”

“Gotcha.” Sammy speared a bacon strip. “Brooke, looks like you’re it. Just let us know when you want to start hauling your junk over.”

“Sure thing.”

“Emma,” Clarke said, “I wasn’t aware you had any leads other than your parents.”

“Don’t get your hopes up. I rank our chances as slim to none. Still, I’d rather try something over sitting on my butt. The problem we face is we can only approach a very narrow selection of clientele. People we trust not to blab to the vampires or who’ll work with us without knowing who we are. It’s too bad we can’t put a better face forward—something that would attract more attention—but this is what we’ve got to work with.”

“Yeah.” Clarke sighed, nodding. But then something Emma had said tickled his brain, and he snapped his fingers. “Wait a second. That’s it, Emma!”

Everyone stopped what they were doing and turned to him.

“We need a better face!” he continued. “Or perhaps ‘front’ is the better word. We don’t need to approach people ourselves. As you said, there are too many problems to deal with—trust issues running in both directions. We need an intermediary to handle those initial connections for us.”

“I know,” Emma said. “And that’s what we hoped my parents would do for us. But they flat out turned us down.”

“Yes, but they’re not the only option. There’s another group we could try, one that we’ve already done business with. They know who we are, what we’re capable of, and we can absolutely trust their discretion. I can’t believe we didn’t think of this earlier!”

“Wait a second.” Emma’s brow wrinkled with concern. “You don’t mean …”

“Yes! The Coven of the Ashen Flower!”


Six


Clarke pulled up to a stately two-story home with dormer windows and an immaculate lawn that looked nothing like a stereotypical home for witches. A cute, beady-eyed Maltese sat on the porch, its pink tongue hanging out as if eager to bestow doggy kisses on any friendly visitors.

Despite its mundane appearance, the entire building bristled with overlapping magics—both fresh and faded with age—and Clarke had already seen some of the weird and powerful forces it contained.

“Are you okay with this?” Emma asked from the roadster’s passenger seat.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Because the last time we conducted business here, it cost you your firstborn. I didn’t see the problem, but you were a touch conflicted on the point.”

“What’s done is done.” Clarke opened the car door and climbed out. Emma joined him on the path over to the porch. “This is new business. Completely separate.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“The worst she can do is tell us no.”

“Or say yes and charge you another kid. She has two other daughters.”

“We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it.”

He tapped the doorbell, but then frowned at the button and pulled his hand away. He rubbed two fingers together, wondering at the sensations tingling across them.

“Something wrong?” Emma asked.

“There was a spell on the button. My ability to detect magic keeps getting sharper, and sometimes it takes me by surprise.”

“What’d the spell feel like?”

“Cold, sterile. All hard stone and sharp edges, but with a strange afterglow of petals.”

“Sounds like a Ward of some kind. I’m not surprised. Any witch worth her grimoire can turn her home into a fortress, and this is Lady Grey we’re dealing with.”

Hepatica Grey answered the door, wearing a teal blouse over white slacks, her halfmoon glasses hanging from a strap around her neck. She studied them with violet eyes, her platinum blonde hair tied back into a long braid. She was somewhere between her late thirties and early forties, and the blouse’s plunging V-neck revealed the shapely heft of her breasts.

Clarke could practically smell the magic radiating off her.

“J.B. Clarke and Emma Rose.” Hepatica smiled at them, though the gesture held no warmth. “A pleasure to see you again. And so soon, too.”

“Lady Grey,” Clarke replied with a curt nod.

“Please, Hepatica will do. We’re all friends here.” She raised her halfmoon glasses. “Looking very human this time. I can’t even tell you’re a blood knight.”

“Thank you for pointing out the issue last time.”

“My pleasure.” She let her glasses drop. “I’ve been following your activities with some interest. Four dead vampires? Not a bad start, but don’t get used to it. Your luck will eventually run out.”

“That’s one reason why we’re here.”

“Indeed?”

“We have a proposal to make. May we come in?”

“Clarke, you should know you’re always welcome in my home. If, for no other reason than one of my daughters carries the fruit of your loins.” Hepatica swung the door open. “Please, come in.”

“Thank you.”

Hepatica led them down the stairs to a basement cluttered with evidence of her trade: potion-brewing workstations equipped with Bunsen burners, beakers, and elaborate glass tubing; bookshelves stacked with carefully labeled reagents and heavy leatherbound books (proper spell books); and the faded remains of two magic circles recently chalked onto the stone floor. Some of the symbols still glowed with latent power.

The witch sat down at the head of a long, wooden table, and Clarke and Emma joined her.

“Your message was a bit vague,” Hepatica said. “But I confess to being intrigued. Please, let’s hear this proposal of yours.”

“It’s a partnership of sorts,” Clarke said. “One we can both benefit from.”

“A partnership, you say?” Hepatica grinned wickedly. “Do tell. I am all ears.”

“As you have repeatedly pointed out, there’s only so much Broken Fang can accomplish on its own safely.”

“Correct. Your goals are noble but out of your reach.”

“For now. Let’s call that the long game. At present, we need to focus on the short game: building the team, establishing connections, securing alliances with like-minded individuals. That sort of thing.”

“Which is hard to do for a group of college-aged unknowns, even if they have four dead vampires in their closet.”

“That’s why we’d like to team up with an established entity, one with the connections we lack.” Clarke dipped his head forward. “The Coven of the Ashen Flower, for example.”

“Sounds great for you, but why would I agree to this?”

“Because there are problems you can’t solve, people in need you are forced to turn away, either because you lack the resources to help them or because the risks are too great. You and your daughters can only do so much, and those lives aren’t something you’d willingly sacrifice.”

“But yours can be?”

“Let’s simply say we’re willing to take on nastier challenges.” Clarke flashed a dark smile. “Such as the occasional vampire or one of their familiars.”

“Hmm.” Hepatica rapped her fingers on the table. “You’re more observant than I give you credit for. It’s true I regularly turn away requests, and much of that is because I’m loath to place my daughters in danger.” She let out a long sigh. “They’re capable witches, all three of them, but there are terrors lurking in the dark corners of the world. It would be nice to have access to a … group of exterminators, let’s say, who could handle these more difficult tasks.”

“Which is where we would come in.”

“I remain intrigued, Clarke. Against my better judgment, I might add.”

“Still worried I’ll go out in a blaze of glory someday?”

“Shouldn’t I be? You’re descended from the greatest line of vampire slayers the world has ever seen. Whether you seek your fate or that fate comes to you is of no consequence. Both paths terminate at the same point—your death.”

“But you still want me on your team.”

“I do.” She breathed those words more than said them. “To have a blood knight at my disposal …” She sat forward. “All right, let’s talk specifics. You need someone who can arrange and organize your activities while providing suitable cover from vampiric inquiries. It would also be nice if someone kept an eye out for you, made sure you didn’t blunder into dangers you’re not ready for yet.”

“You’ve more or less summed up the problem.”

“The Ashen Flowers can do all that and more. Mages, by our nature, sit outside the vampiric world order. We operate along the margins, protected from the hexes and control spells vampires love to rain down on the general populace. And, because of that, demihumans in need come to us for help. Sometimes we can give it, sometimes we can’t.”

“‘Give’?”

“All right. Sell it.” She flashed a wry grin. “There are jobs we can send your way. You’ll receive a commission, of course. Let’s say, a thirty percent cut.”

“That low?”

“You’re still young and inexperienced, which will limit what we can take on through this partnership. This is a long-term investment, one I expect will pay off handsomely, but it’ll take time and effort before we reach that point. Still, you have tremendous potential, and we can help you realize that by feeding you the jobs that will build both your skills and reputation. You’ll get more out of this than just a payday.”

Clarke glanced over to Emma, who nodded. He turned back to the witch.

“We accept thirty percent.”

“Excellent. I can draw up the contract tonight. This first one will be provisional. Say, for three jobs. A simple test of our business arrangement, after which we can see where we stand and, if this works the way I expect it to, enter into a permanent partnership. Sound good?”

“Very.”

“You’ll also need a handler. Someone to manage your jobs and act as the coven’s point of contact for your team.”

“That won’t be you?”

She laughed pleasantly. “I’m far too busy to oversee everything. One of my daughters will act as our liaison.”

One of your … oh.

Clarke felt a knot form in the pit of his stomach. He should have expected this.

Hepatica pulled out her phone and selected one of her recent calls. It rang several times.

“Wha-a-a-a-at?”

“Ixia, dear. Would you mind coming down to the basement? There’s some family business we need to discuss.”

“Yes, I mind! I’m in the middle of a match!”

Hepatica rested her cheek on a fist. “What’s eating your siege tanks this time, love?”

“Nothing, because I’m using a marine, marauder, medivac build with a few widow mines thrown in to keep my opponent honest. The only problem is, he keeps melting my army with his disruptors!”

Hepatica muted the call and gave Clarke a desperate look.

“Clarke, you’re about her age. You have any idea what the hell she’s talking about?”

“I believe she’s in the middle of a contentious match of Starcraft II. Sounds like she’s playing a Terran bio build but is running up against a Protoss player using lots of AOE attacks.”

Hepatica nodded slowly, but her eyes didn’t convey any sense of understanding. She frowned as she unmuted the call.

“Ixia, dear?”

“Wha-a-at?”

“I know you’re in the middle of a … contentious match of Starcraft II and that your … Terran bio build is struggling against your Protoss opponent’s … AOE attacks. But I would really appreciate it if you came down to the basement as soon as possible. It’s important. I wouldn’t interrupt you if it wasn’t.”

The line was silent for long, awkward seconds.

“Ixia, dear?”

“Who are you, and what have you done with my mother?”

“Ixia—”

“Fine. Fine! I’ll be right down.”

“Thank you.” Hepatica ended the call.

Clarke and Emma twisted around in their chairs, and soon the young witch stomped her way down the stairs.

Ixia Grey was a slender woman with long, straight hair bleached ghost-white. She wore black lipstick and dark eyeshadow around her violet eyes, and a single black tear fell from her left eye. Her clothing was all black: long-sleeve shirt with horizontal gaps slashed through to reveal her lacy bra, a miniskirt around narrow hips, and elaborate black stockings that ended in ankle-high boots. Silver rings and studs adorned her ears, eyebrows, and fingers, and a silver necklace hung around her neck.

“Okay, mom. What’s all the fuss abou-o-o-oh …” She trailed off when she caught sight of Clarke.

“Hello, Ixia.” He rose to greet the young witch carrying his child. “Long time no see.”
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“You sure we can’t help you?” Clarke asked as Ixia erased select segments from one of the magic circles.

“No worries! I’m good!” She inserted a stake into a hole at the former circle’s center, then spooled out a length of string with a piece of chalk tied to the end. She double-checked the length, then began adding new circles.

“I can start on the runes,” Emma said. “You just need to tell me what to draw.”

“No new runes,” Ixia said, head down, engrossed in her work.

“Then what’s the circle for?”

“I need a medium to buffer excess mana. I could handle it without the circle, but this’ll be easier.”

“Handle what, exactly?” Clarke asked.

“Your disguise.”

“But I already have one. Your mother can’t even tell I’m a blood knight anymore.”

“True, but we need to make you presentable for coven business. We can’t put you in front of customers as a regular human. No one would take you seriously, but we also can’t tell them you’re a blood knight. Hence, the obvious compromise is we pretend you’re a mage. A warlock, to be precise, since there’s some overlap with the look-and-feel of your blood magic. Should make the disguise quite convincing.”

“You’re going to overwrite the spell Ashley put on me?”

“Ashley is …?”

“The celestial in his harem,” Emma said, which prompted a quick side eye from Clarke, and a shrug from the succubus. “What? We’re in business with them. No point in keeping secrets. Besides, the witches would figure it out on their own eventually.”

“You sure she’s an angel,” Ixia asked, “and not a mage with crazy-good magic?”

“Pretty sure,” Clarke said.

“Glowing halo? Summonable wings?”

“Yep, though the halo’s cracked.”

“Wow. My mom is going to flip out when she hears this!”

“Flip out in a good way or a bad one?”

“Not sure. I’ll let you know. Anyway, I’m not replacing her Concealment spell, which is really good, by the way. What I’m actually going to do is poke a few select holes in it. Let the right kinds of magic leak out.”

She finished creating a series of tight, concentric rings, then pressed her hand against the center. The rings began to glow faintly.

“Okay. I’m ready. Step into the circle, please.”

Clarke did so, and Ixia rose and placed her hands on his shoulders. Magic glowed within the circle and flowed around his body, carrying the sensations of mercury, silver, smoke, and flower petals.

“This must be awkward for you,” he said, watching her concentrate.

“What makes you say that?”

“You’re deliberately avoiding eye contact with me.”

“I’m sorry.” Ixia frowned, then slowly tilted her head up and met his gaze.

“Hey, there,” he said softly.

“I didn’t expect to see you again.” She shrugged her narrow shoulders. “And then my mom sprang this on me and, I guess, I’m still processing. Does that make sense?”

“It does.”

“I missed you. Like, really missed you. So much it hurts.” She glanced away. “Did you miss me?”

“Honestly, I’ve tried to put the price your mother charged out of my mind.”

“I see.” She sighed. “I understand.”

He caught Emma in the corner of his eye making a “give more” gesture.

“But,” he continued, “that doesn’t mean I haven’t thought of you. And yes, I have missed you.”

Ixia’s face lit up at those words, and she smiled at him.

“You’re the mother of my child,” he added. “How could I not? And speaking of which, how’s the baby coming along?”

“I’m eight weeks in. I feel tired a lot, and I have to take a potion to stave off the morning sickness. That part sucks.” She let go of one shoulder and rubbed her flat stomach. “I’m not showing yet, but that’ll come soon enough. Baby should be about the size of a lemon by now.”

“Sounds like everything’s on track.”

“Yep. Don’t you worry. I’ll take good care of myself and my very important passenger.”

“I know you will.” He grimaced. “All so the child can be raised by a totally different family of mages, far away from the father”—he looked into Ixia’s eyes—“and mother.”

“We knew where this led when we spent that night together.”

“I know. It still hurts.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. None of this is your fault.”

“You blame my mom?”

“No.” He shook his head. “She wants to preserve my bloodline. I don’t blame her for playing the extra-long game.”

“There’s still a way, don’t forget,” Ixia said softly, coming close.

“A long shot. A very long shot.”

“Better than no shot at all.”

“Right. All I have to do is free humanity from its vampiric yoke and we’ll be granted the privilege to raise our own child.”

“If anyone can do it, it’s you.” She leaned forward and kissed him, her lips soft as silk against his. No tongue, no heat, just a deep, tender longing.

She broke the kiss and gazed at him.

“Was that part of your spell?” he asked.

“Nah.” Her violet eyes sparkled with mischief. “I was done over a minute ago.”
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Ixia set three folders on the table then sorted them into a row by color: green, yellow, and red. Clarke and Emma sat down with her.

“Here are all the open jobs our coven knows about.” Ixia opened the green folder and leafed through a set of contracts paperclipped or stapled to additional material. “These are jobs the coven has accepted and needs to finish. Completed jobs are in a different folder. Anyway, most of these are being worked on already, so we can probably set them aside.”

“Makes sense,” Clarke said. “If you’re comfortable doing the work, what do you need us for? If we’re going to show our value, we should be tasked with jobs you wouldn’t normally accept.”

“My thinking exactly.” Ixia closed the green folder and shifted the yellow and red folders forward. “These are requests without formal contracts. Yellow means we can’t do the work right now but will consider it in the future. Red means we’re giving it a hard pass, though that doesn’t mean we drop the request entirely. We’ll still try to connect the client with someone who can solve their problem.

“Either of these folders are fair game for your group, though I recommend we start by reviewing what’s in the yellow folder. Some of the stuff in the red folder is downright nasty, and I’d like to get a feel for how your group performs before I throw you into the deep end.”

“Seems reasonable,” Clarke said. “Let’s have a look.”

Ixia opened the yellow folder and picked up the first sheet.

“Got a request for potion production from the Azure Brotherhood. A lot of rejuvenation decoctions with a few aphrodisiacs thrown in.” Ixia sniffed and gave them a little headshake. “Typical.”

“Not really a service we provide.”

“Yeah, that’s more me and my sisters, though harvesting the ingredients can be a pain.” Ixia set the sheet aside and picked up the next one. “Looks like the SAA and Lovers Without Borders are in a tiff again. SAA claims the Lovers are intruding on their territory while offering ‘free samples.’ They’re seeking a third party to mediate their dispute.”

“SAA?”

“Succubus Addicts Anonymous.”

“Pass. Sounds like more trouble than it’s worth.”

“You’re probably right.” Ixia retrieved the next sheet. “This one could be interesting. Got a request from Jason Abernathy, an elf and one of Reed River Park’s rangers. Says here there’s been an uptick in arcane pollution coming down the river. He wants us to get to the bottom of it.”

“Any idea what’s causing the pollution?”

“Not without analyzing the water and inspecting any mana residue along the shoreline. Could be as simple as a mage clan getting careless or as dire as two vampires upriver engaged in full vendetta. Sometimes they dump bodies in the river without clearing away the spells. The magic rots right alongside the corpses. No way to be sure until we look.”

“Let’s set that one aside as a maybe.”

“All right.” Ixia started a new pile with the sheet and picked up the next one. “Got a request to Ward a new restaurant. My sister Hyacinth would normally be all over that one, but her plate is already full. I take it that one doesn’t interest you?”

“Ashley can apply Wards, but we’d rather have a job that plays to our strengths.”

“Figured. Let’s see what else we got.” She leafed through the pages. “Potions, potions, more potions. Ah! This could be a good one. Request comes from a Jeremy North. He’s a big name in the shifter community. Seems an unknown creature is terrorizing one of his construction sites, and he wants it dead and gone.”

Clarke glanced over at Emma, who waggled her eyebrows at him.

“What do you say?” Ixia looked up from the sheet.

“Sounds like a winner to me. Where do we start?”


Seven


“Please understand, Miss Grey, I meant no offense!”

Jeremy North, clad in a hardhat and reflective vest, walked alongside Ixia and Clarke while Emma, Brooke, Sammy, and Ashley followed a few paces back. All of them had been supplied with matching safety apparel.

The construction site consisted of red clay around a long concrete pad, upon which the metal bones of a three-story warehouse were slowly taking form. Work crews bustled about the structure, their flatbed trucks laden with I-beams and prefabricated trusses while cranes shifted material into position. Welders sparked and power tools whined farther down the building where trusses had already been shifted into position, and even more crews ran electrical cables through utility troughs recessed into the concrete pad or worked to secure wall panels along one side. A sign read: Future Site of Fresburn Incorporated!

All of the work crews were shifters: werebears mostly, but with a few werewolves and a wereboar thrown into the mix. Most stuck to their hybrid forms, but a few used their full shifted strength, which had the side effect of making their hardhats and vests look absolutely ridiculous.

“I had no idea Mr. Clarke and his associates were working with your coven,” Jeremy continued, his deep voice carrying over the din of activity. “Had I known, I would have never treated them so disrespectfully. You have my word on that.”

“That’s quite all right, Mr. North,” Ixia replied smoothly, any hint of nervousness gone as she conducted business for the coven. “Clarke and his team are a relatively new addition, but I assure you they’re quite a capable lot.”

“No doubt! They’re working with the Ashen Flowers. I would expect nothing less!”

“And you understand our desire for discretion?”

“Of course!” Jeremy turned to Clarke. “Running afoul of the vampires can place anyone in a tricky situation, even a warlock such as yourself. But rest easy. We in the North family are friends of the Ashen Flowers, and, as our patriarch, I extend that same courtesy to you as well.”

“Thank you, Mr. North,” Clarke said with a slight dip of his head. “Now, what can you tell us about this nuisance of yours?”

“It’s a bit more than a nuisance, I’m afraid.” Jeremy smiled, perhaps a bit unsurely. “This way, please.”

The senior werebear led the party to the site’s southern fence, near the mostly complete end of the building. A simple roof of sheet metal had been erected over a staging area for material and equipment. Most of the construction site exuded a sense of controlled chaos—busy and hectic, yet organized all at once. This area wasn’t the same.

Wooden planks, cinder blocks, metal fixtures, tools, and other materials lay scattered haphazardly about, and the fence was warped and twisted in several places.

Though not breached or cut, Clarke noted.

“We’ve had a visitor,” Jeremy began. “Comes here at night. From the south, we believe. We don’t know what it is or what it wants, but it’s affecting us. So much so, I’ve struggled to keep this site staffed. I’m offering hazard pay to keep the project on schedule, but even that’s little more than a band aid. Some workers—including two of my sons—are refusing to work here at all.”

“They’re afraid to show up on site?” Clarke glanced back at the building. “There must be over a dozen shifters here. What are they afraid of?”

“It’s not what happens during the day that worries them.” Jeremy crossed arms over his broad chest. “But at night.”

“You have a night shift?”

“No, but something about this place follows them home. Restless nights, cold sweats for no reasons, terrible nightmares followed by weakness, lethargy, or unexplained illnesses. The list goes on and on, too numerous and consistent for me to dismiss out of hand. Something is affecting the people who work here, infecting or draining them in some way, and I lack the means to stop it.”

“Does the creature have a scent?” Ixia asked.

“None we can detect. Even our werewolves failed to detect a trail, and they were fully shifted when they tried.”

“Curious. A Concealment spell, perhaps?”

“Or the creature doesn’t have a smell,” Clarke suggested. “Are there any signs of activity besides the mess in the staging area?”

“We’ve had similar disturbances elsewhere.” Jeremy picked up a hammer and tossed it into an open tool chest. “But those get cleaned up as we work. This area is more or less as we found it this morning, which is why I thought you’d want to see it.”

Clarke knelt and picked up a power drill. Magic covered the tool like a layer of pond scum: cold, damp, clammy, and somehow sickly as well. As if simply touching the object might sap the strength from his bones.

But there was something else he detected: the taste of iron. As disgusting as licking a rusty nail.

The telltale sign of vampiric magic.

“A vampire is behind this.” Clarke set the tool down and stood up.

“Are you sure?” Ixia placed her hand on the same tool. “No, you’re right. There’s a residue of vampiric magic.”

“A vampire?” Jeremy’s nostrils flared.

“Without a doubt.” Ixia grabbed another tool, then placed her hands on the cinder block pile. “It’s everywhere. Like a film, a magic malaise coating the site. Feels like … Mana Drain, maybe? Hard for me to tell. Whatever it is, the coven can clear it, but we need to find and eliminate the source first.”

“Which is where we come in.” Clarke declared confidently.

“We’d appreciate any aid you can provide,” Jeremy said.

“Have you had any dealings with vampires recently?” Ixia asked. “Been approached by one demanding tribute? Any reason why one might have taken an interest in you or your company?”

“Certainly not! We Norths keep clear of the damn bloodsuckers.”

“I’m sure you try, but you may have crossed paths with one and didn’t realize it.” Ixia rubbed her chin, then turned to Clarke. “Or there’s another possibility. We have four dead vampires in the area, and any one of them could have a lair nearby. If so, the magic binding their summons may have begun to break down.”

“Does it come out every night?” Clarke asked.

“As far as we can tell,” Jeremy said. “We find material and tools out of place nearly every day.”

“Then we can start by staking out the place.” Clarke looked around, then pointed to a nearby hill. “There. We’ll set up amongst those trees and keep watch on the construction site during the night. If anything shows up, we move in and trounce it.”

“That work for you, Mr. North?” Ixia asked.

“Absolutely! The more trouncing involved, the better!”

“Wonderful.” Ixia’s violet eyes gleamed with purpose. “Let’s leave Clarke’s team to their task while you and I discuss your down payment.”
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Clarke and the rest of Broken Fang arrived an hour before sunset and took position atop the hill overlooking the construction site. A few trees capped the shallow rise, and they hid underneath the canopy of low branches, crouched atop beds of dead leaves.

The floodlights were on, and pools of light bathed the site, providing enough illumination to catch any intruder.

Clarke and the ladies settled in for a long, boring night. This wasn’t their first stakeout, and Emma had prepared thermoses of hot soup and coffee while Sammy brought a backpack stuffed with snacks. Emma and Ashley each took turns keeping watch, scanning the area intermittently with Emma’s binoculars while Clarke, Brooke, and Sammy whiled away the hours.

His phone buzzed a few hours after dark, and he checked the incoming call, shielding the light produced by the screen with his body.

“It’s Hepatica,” he told the others quietly, then raised the phone to his ear. “Hello. Clarke here.”

“When were you going to tell me?!” the witch blurted.

“Uh, tell you what?”

“That you know an angel!”

“Oh, that.”

“You can’t keep something this important to yourself!”

“You sound excited.”

“Do you have any idea how rare it is for an angel to visit this plane?”

“Not really. I’m still new to all of this, remember?”

“Rare! Extremely rare! Vanishingly rare!”

“Okay. So?”

“I’ve searched our records all evening, and I can’t find a single instance of our coven encountering an angel in person. We’ve talked to some, but those spells are a bit more involved than a video conference, if you know what I mean.”

“Okay?”

“I had to reach out to a few of our allied clans, and the most recent record any of us have is over twenty years old. Do you have any idea how big this is?”

“Not really.”

“Angel feathers have so many uses! We’ve been working off a finite supply for decades. Do you think she’ll let us have a few? Even one would be a monumental boon!”

“Not sure. Hang on.” He slid over to the angel and tapped her on the shoulder. “Hey, Ashley?”

“Yes?” She lowered the binoculars and sat up.

“Hepatica’s on the phone. She’s asking for some feathers. Is that a big deal for you?”

“Hold on.” She reached behind her back, made a plucking gesture, and handed him a single flawless feather. “Is this what she wants?”

“Probably.” He looked around for some place to store the feather and eventually decided on the front pocket of Emma’s backpack. It gave off a faint glow as he zipped it up. He brought the phone back to his ear. “She gave me one feather.”

“She’s there?”

“Well, yeah. We’re all staked out at the construction site. Didn’t Ixia tell you?”

“How difficult is she to talk to? Are there any special rites that need to be observed when speaking to her?”

“No, you just strike up a conversation like normal.”

“But she’s an angel!”

“I think you’re making a bigger deal out of this than it warrants. You even met her once. Blonde hair, looks like a supermodel. Ring any bells?”

“That was her? But I thought she was human!”

“Surprise.”

“Oh my gosh! Did I offend her?”

“Don’t think so. You want to ask her yourself? She’s right here. I can literally just hand the phone over to her.”

“I don’t know if that’s such a good⁠—”

“Hold that thought.” He lowered the phone. “Hey, Ashley.”

“Yes?” She lowered the binoculars again. “What is it? I’m trying to keep watch.”

“Sorry to bug you, but Hepatica would really like to speak with you.”

She sighed and held out her hand. He gave her the phone and she raised it to her ear.

“Hello?” Ashley’s eyes darted around. Clarke could hear the faint murmur of Hepatica’s words in the background. “Yes … yes … yes? … yes.” She frowned as the witch spoke to her at length, then followed with, “Agreed. I’ll let the others know. Thank you. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to get back to work.”

She closed the call and handed the phone back.

“What was that about?” Clarke asked.

“Our commission has been raised to fifty percent.”

Clarke goggled at the angel. “Just like that?”

“We’ve gone up in her estimation, apparently. Also, I’ve agreed to provide the coven with a few of my feathers.”

“You comfortable providing those?”

“They’re just feathers. I don’t mind.”

“Okay. Just be careful with what you promise them. I wouldn’t put it past Hepatica to pluck your wings bald.”
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“Got something!” Emma waved Clarke up to the edge of the branches. He crawled over to her and took the offered binoculars.

“What am I looking for?”

“There, by the staging area. See the mist?”

He raised the binoculars and studied the thick, white mist oozing through the chain link fence, rustling it as if it had far more physical presence than a mere curtain of fog. It congregated in the roofed staging area. Tools and slats of wood began to levitate.

“Is the monster hiding in the mist?” Clarke asked.

“No,” Emma whispered. “The mist is the monster.”

“A living mist.” Ashley slid up beside them. “I should have guessed it’d be something like this.”

“Living mists will seep into inanimate objects, taking control of them,” Emma explained. “The process leaves behind an aura of corruption, which would explain the malaise infecting this place. The main body is resistant to physical harm but doesn’t have much offensive power on its own. Expect it to use nearby loose objects to fight you, which can work to your advantage. Bust up those objects, and it’ll feel it.”

“So, hit monster or whatever it grabs until monster stops moving.”

“Basically.”

“That we can do.” Clarke glanced over his shoulder. “You ready, ladies?”

“Just about.” Sammy stripped down to her black bra and panties. Her skin became pink with a subtle liquid sheen, and her eyes glowed in the dark.

Brooke hunched in the shadows, limbs extending, shoulders broadening. Brown fur erupted from her exposed skin, and her fingernails transformed into vicious scythes. Her feet and toes grew, completing her digitigrade legs, and her jaw lengthened into a wolfish snout. Teeth grew to fill the gaps. She clapped her powerful jaws shut and shook out her head. If she stood up straight, she would have been over seven feet tall.

“Ready,” Brooke growled, her voice an octave deeper.

“All right. Let’s go kill us a monster.”

Clarke pushed the branches aside and rose. He cast Sanguine Shield followed by Summon Thirstblade. Red lightning scintillated across his body as his defenses took form, and a scarlet sword ignited in his right hand. He charged down the hill, slow at first, but gathering speed with Brooke and Sammy only a few steps behind him.

He reached the base of the hill, cast a weak version of Fly and took a giant, floating leap past the fence. Brooke vaulted over the barrier, and Sammy stretched one arm to pull herself over the top.

The mist slid around the staging area, moving in the absence of wind until it froze, settling, almost as if it were hunkering down. Loose stones, tools, and wooden boards trembled. Clarke charged in, sword cutting down through the mist, leaving a livid scar in the air.

The mist exhaled like a gust of wind, and its edges quivered, retreating. Brooke leaped into the thick of it, claws gleaming in the floodlights. She mauled the air, and ethereal ribbons dropped wetly to the ground.

The air thinned and cooled, as if a thousand breaths were being drawn all at once, and the mist retreated further, condensing, coalescing. Gathering about the staging area. Tools and cinder blocks and wooden boards rose into the air, then began to swirl in a circle.

Clarke cut through a board then sliced a grinder in half. Sammy formed her hands into pink mallets and smashed a sawzall to bits while Brooke lacerated her way through the mist.

The wind blew outward in a series of short bursts, almost like laughter from some eldritch beyond, and the debris clumped together to form humanoid shapes. Boards and blocks joined into limbs, and power tools clanked in place as substitutes for hands and heads.

Drills, saws, and grinders whirred to life.

Clarke cut through one of the ramshackle bodies. It split down the middle. The pieces re-formed, and more junk slotted into place.

But the red wound cut by his blade remained, throbbing in the air and fading slowly.

“Keep smashing?” Sammy asked, raising her cartoonishly large fists like a boxer.

“Keep smashing!” Clarke answered, and cut down another puppet made of junk. The severed halves convulsed on the ground, and more debris clumped onto them until they possessed enough limbs to rise back up.

Brooke lifted a junk puppet over her head and ripped it in two. She threw one half and then the other, knocking two more puppets to the ground with a clatter of wood and stone. Sammy leaped onto one and flattened its tools with mallet strikes.

Another puppet formed, and its head whooshed with a bright flame.

“Oh, shit!” Sammy backed away. “Fire. Fire!”

“Acetylene torch!” Clarke said. “Back away, Sammy! I’ll handle it!”

“Don’t need to tell me twice!” Sammy backpedaled, her slime nature leaving her more flammable than most.

Clarke studied the torch puppet as it lurched toward him with no more dexterity than a common zombie. Two heavy cylinders rattled within its chest, each with pressure gauges at the neck valves.

Pressurized fuel, he thought. No way I’m cutting through that safely.

He backed away from the torch puppet and checked his surroundings. The mist had constructed nine puppets, including the one with the torch, each in varying states of disrepair. They were scattered, their attention divided amongst the three members of Broken Fang.

The torch puppet shambled forward, and an idea came to him.

“Drive them together!” Clarke shouted. “Get them to bunch up near the staging area!”

“You got it!” Brooke grabbed a junk puppet by the chest, claws sinking into cinderblocks. She hurled it overhand as if it were nothing more than a baseball. It slammed into another puppet, and both dropped to the ground.

Sammy sprinted around back, staying clear of the torch’s flame. She tripped a junk puppet with her stretched arm, then looped her limb around its torso and chucked it toward the staging area.

Clarke shoulder-tackled the torch puppet. It folded over, head flame licking across his arm. His shield crackled red, and heat flashed across his skin, but his arcane defenses held firm. The torch puppet dropped to the ground, and he grabbed a handle built into the two tanks. He ran forward and flung the puppet into the growing pile.

“Back away!” he snapped, then cast Fly and leaped high into the air.

Clarke sailed high overhead. He reached the zenith of his leap and pulled his sword back, readying it like a coiled spring, ethereal energy gathering in the blade. He spent a portion of his vitality and fed his blood magic with the life force it hungered for. A wealth of spells unlocked for his use, energized and primed.

He cast Scarlet Slash and swung.

The thirstblade carved through the air, leaving a rip of scarlet in its wake, and a matching mark cleaved the torch puppet in two. The acetylene tanks ruptured, exploding with a deafening crack, and the blast sent puppets flying and lifted the roof into the air.

The living mist split the night with a horrible, pained shriek. Broken bits of wood, stone, and tools rained across the construction site, and what remained of the puppets fell apart. The mist creature recoiled from the staging area, its body thickening as it retreated through the chain link fence.

Clarke touched down with one foot, and then the other. A brief flash of dizziness came over him, brought on by expense of his magic, but it soon passed. He kept his eyes locked on the creature as it retreated across an open plain south of the construction site.

Sammy walked up beside him and planted a hand on his shoulder.

“That was anime as hell! All it needed was some dramatic slow mo and our theme song playing in the background.”

“Do we even have a theme song?” Brooke asked, joining them.

“Not yet, but I’m sure we can think of something. Maybe ‘WAP’ by Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion?” She nudged Clarke with an elbow. “What do you say?”

“Not sure how I feel about ‘Wet Ass Pussy’ being our theme song,” he replied dryly.

“Are we letting it get away?” Brooke asked, her eyes on the monster as it fled.

“Not a chance.” Clarke gave her a cunning smile. “That thing was summoned by a vampire, which means it’s falling back to a lair. Brooke, I need you to follow that thing. Track it to whatever hole it crawls into.”

“You got it. And once we have it cornered?”

“We finish it off.”
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The lair’s entrance proved to be little more than a rectangular hole in the ground next to an ancient, dead tree, its mighty trunk broken and gutted by decay and covered in moss. A wooden door covered the hole, camouflaged with dirt and dead leaves. Brooke tore it off its hinges and tossed it aside, revealing a set of dark stairs.

Clarke swept his flashlight over the entrance, joining beams from Sammy and Emma. Unlike the werewolf, they couldn’t see in the dark.

The mist monster was nowhere to be found.

“It’s down there,” Brooke said. “It went in, and nothing’s come out.”

“There could be another way out.” Clarke knelt by the entrance and placed a splayed hand against the first step. “Wards. Powerful ones, too.”

“Living mists aren’t exactly a beginner summon,” Emma said. “Given the skills that implies, this could be one of Heinrich’s lairs.”

“All the more reason to see what’s down there.” Clarke rose and brushed the leaves off his knee. “Any idea why the mist ventured outside?”

“Hunger, most likely,” Emma said. “If it’s Heinrich’s pet, then it hasn’t been fed in over a month.”

“Been snacking on the shifters instead?”

“Their mana, at least, which would explain their symptoms.”

Clarke nodded. “That also matches with the Mana Drain Ixia spotted in the malaise.”

“Right. The living mist could be spreading its corruption to drain the workers, using their strength for sustenance. But that won’t last. Eventually, it’ll grow ravenous, and when it does, someone’s going to die.”

“Then we kill it first.” He gestured to each of the ladies in turn. “Emma, Ashley, find a safe place to watch our backs. Brooke, take point. It’s dark down there, and you have the best eyesight.”

“No problem.”

“Actually, I have a better idea.” Ashley brought her hands close as if holding an invisible vase.

A pinprick of light materialized between her palms, brightening rapidly until it forced Clarke to squint. She spread her hands, and the orb darted down into the lair, leaving a sparkling trail in its wake. Motes of light gathered on the walls, and they all began to emit a soft glow.

“I used Shine, a close cousin of Illuminate,” Ashley explained. “The spell will embed itself into nearby surfaces, which will give off light for several hours. This also has the advantage of freeing up the hands holding your flashlights.”

“Nice. That’ll work.” Clarke switched off his flashlight and stuffed it in his backpack.

“Aww. But I wanted to show off!” Sammy spread her arms theatrically, a flashlight stuck between her breasts. “Who said anything about using my hands?”

“Ashley’s way is better.” Clarke summoned his thirstblade and headed in. “Come on.”

“All right, I’m coming.” Sammy switched off her flashlight but left it in her chest.

Clarke led the way down wooden stairs. The walls were shored up with planks, and a raw dampness pervaded the place, clinging to his skin. The path leveled off and widened into an underground corridor.

“Not much to look at,” Brooke whispered. “Is this really a pureblood’s lair?”

“I guess we’ll find out,” Clarke said.

They spread out, advancing down the corridor, wooden planks giving way to a concrete floor. The place was barren except for the metal door built into the wall at the far end.

Clarke approached the door cautiously and held out his hand, probing it for spells.

“Boobytrapped?” Brooke asked.

“Yep.” Clarke placed his hand on the surface, tasting its magic. “Iron, stone, and … gears? The sound of a train across railroad tracks? I don’t recognize the spell.” He turned to the others.

“Search me,” Sammy replied with a shrug. “I got nothing.”

“There’s always the direct approach.” Brooke flashed her claws.

“Well, there’s no doorknob, so our options are limited.” He backed away. “Go for it, Brooke.”

“You got it! One open door coming right up!”

The werewolf slashed at the door, claws cleaving through metal in a shower of sparks. She slashed it again, forming a ragged X across the middle, then gave it a firm kick. The door buckled, and the top piece clattered to the ground. Brooke shoved one triangle back and ripped its twin out of the wall.

“Lame trap, whatever it was.” Brooke tossed the fragment aside and stepped through. “Ooh! We’ve got treasure, and it’s super sketchy!”

Clarke followed her into a smaller chamber with a black steamer trunk sitting in the open, its lid sealed with heavy brass locks.

“Yeah, no way that’s legit,” he said. “Are mimics a thing?”

“Emma says they are,” Brooke replied. “I’ve never seen one, though.”

“Keep an eye on that trunk. If it sprouts legs and teeth, you flatten it.”

“Will do!”

He began a circuit of the outer wall and let the fingers of his free hand graze the dirt wall. He’d examined three quarters of the wall when the taste of iron tickled his senses.

“Got something.” He began to narrow his search. “Iron and … is that ink? Feels wrong, though, like it’s made from congealed blood. Heat, too, alongside a furious wind chased with shards of bone and black glass.” His eyes lit up. “I know what this is! Brooke, help me with the wall. Sammy, keep an eye on that trunk.”

Brooke dug through the dirt wall, excavating red clay until they found a small safe. She pulled it out, pinned it to the floor under one foot, and ripped its little door clean off.

“There it is!” Clarke reached inside and pulled out a heavy leatherbound tome.

“That a grimoire?” Sammy asked.

“Yes!” He stashed the book in his backpack. “And this one wasn’t meant for Heinrich’s decoy. Who knows what we’ll learn from it?”

“That’s great, but is anyone else wondering where the mist monster went?”

“Maybe …” Brooke jabbed one claw toward the steamer trunk.

“Not much else in the way of hiding places.” Clarke paced over to the trunk and drove his thirstblade into the trunk.

The trunk—no, the living mist shrieked, and the lid flew open hard enough to smack his forearm aside. Ornate, curved pieces of metal vomited out of the chest and sped toward Sammy. She dove out of the way, splashing into a pink puddle on the floor that slithered across until she reached Clarke and shlorped back into an upright human.

The bits of metal clanked together in rapid succession. Pauldrons latched onto the breast plate. Gauntlets connected with vambraces which then linked into the rerebraces. A horned visor landed atop the gorget, and the disparate pieces slotted together to form the top half of a suit of plate armor, enameled in black and gold.

So that was why it had chosen to hide in the chest—because it contained battle-friendly material for it to manipulate. Yet, that wasn’t all it planned to wield.

The broken pieces of the door twisted and re-formed into a huge battle axe in one gauntlet and a spiked mace in the other. The exit sealed itself off, and the armor sank backward into the clay, partially … embedding itself?

“Should we be hitting it?” Sammy asked.

“I’m still trying to figure out what it’s doing,” Brooke said.

Behind its suspended arms, the clay wall hardened into a solid terracotta slab with squared seams around the edges. The armor’s visor lit up with green fire, which chased down the arms and enveloped its weapons, transforming them into obsidian.

And then the entire wall advanced on them, slowly, but with crushing certainty.

“Yes, Sammy!” Clarke shouted. “We should be!”

The wall ground forward, arms whirling about, visor tilted forward. Clarke thrust with his thirstblade, but the possessed armor knocked it aside with a rapid twirl of its battle axe. Brooke rushed in after him and ripped her claws through the chest plate, but the armor smashed its mace into her shoulder, and bones cracked.

She staggered back, snarling, one arm hanging limp.

The wall continued its grinding advance.

Sammy looped an elongated arm around the haft of the mace and pulled, almost yanking it out of the armor’s gauntlet. The battle axes whirled about, slicing effortlessly through her forearm, and that piece of her dropped to the ground in a pink lump.

“We’re running out of space!” Brooke shouted over the grinding of dirt and stone.

Clarke’s back foot met the opposite wall, and he grimaced. He gritted his teeth and cast Sanguine Prison. His head swam as the magic burned through his life force, almost dropping him to his knees. Scarlet chains ensnared the moving wall, biting deeply into stone and metal, constricting ever tighter.

The wall’s advance slowed, but didn’t stop.

“Sammy, can you slip around the edges?” Clarke asked urgently.

“I can try!”

“Do it! See what you can do from the other side!”

Sammy dove forward, liquefying before she hit the ground. She slithered forward, a rippling pink puddle that seeped underneath the wall, leaving only her flashlight and undergarments behind.

Clarke held the Sanguine Prison, even as it drained him further. He added more chains, restricting the wall’s weapons, pinning them to the terracotta.

“Brooke!”

“I see it!”

The werewolf rushed forward and swiped at the armor. She tore at it, snarling ferociously, her good arm transformed into a rampaging blur of destruction. Metal sparked, and terracotta chips flew into the air. The mist howled like a hurricane, and the battle axe dropped to the ground, followed by the mace.

Clarke climbed to his feet and drove his thirstblade deep into the wall. The scarlet shaft Drained the creature’s life force, replenishing his, reinvigorating what he’d spent in the fight. He pulled the blade out and slashed at the wall, back and forth alongside Brooke.

The wall ground to a halt, and the mist’s pained cries died off, but still they fought on, tearing and clawing and cutting. Sammy was the first to break through, her enlarged fists punching a hole through the clay, and soon Brooke tore open another gap.

Still they fought on, unsure if their foe was dead or alive, unwilling to take the slightest risk. They tore the demonic wall apart until nothing but tortured, ruined fragments remained.

Clarke stood over its broken remains, chest heaving from exertion, face slick with sweat. Brooke spat upon the ruined mound and jerked her shoulder back into place. She flexed the fingers of the arm that had been—until a few moments ago—useless to her.

Sammy crossed over the pile and absorbed her severed limb.

“You think we got it?”


Eight


The members of Broken Fang met with Ixia the next morning, convening in the Grey family’s basement. Hepatica joined them, seating herself quietly at one end of the table.

“That’s one dead monster as promised,” Clarke declared. “The cause of the malaise turned out to be a living mist.”

“Aha!” Ixia’s eyes lit up. “That would explain the Mana Drain we saw. Did it give you much trouble?”

“A bit.” Clarke recounted the details of the previous night. Ixia hung on his every word and only asked a few questions to clarify some of his descriptions, often probing the feel of the magics they encountered.

“Taking down a living mist is no joke,” Ixia said once he’d finished. “My sisters and I could have managed, but not without extensive preparations. Your approach was … perhaps not elegant, but there’s something to be said for the expedience of brute force.”

“It got the job done.”

“That it did.”

Ixia glanced over to her mother, who nodded and slid an envelope across the table to her daughter. Ixia picked it up, checked the contents, then placed it in front of Clarke.

“Payment for services rendered, with the enhanced rate my mother and Ashley negotiated.”

Clarke peeked inside the envelope.

“Gurhk!”

“Is something wrong?” Ixia asked.

“No, I, uh.” He coughed into a fist and made a show of clearing his throat. “I just had a tickle. It’s a bit dry down here, don’t you think?”

“That’s because we dehumidify the air.” Ixia gestured to a corner of the basement. “Helps preserve the reagents.”

“I see. That must be it.”

He handed the check to Emma, whose eyes became as wide as saucers.

“We are pleased with the compensation,” Clarke added in a carefully neutral tone.

“I’m pleased that you’re pleased,” Ixia said with a bright smile. “My sisters and I will head over today and clear out the malaise. Once that’s done, we’ll collect the other half from Mr. North. I don’t expect any difficulties on that end.”

“He’ll honor the agreement,” Hepatica said, speaking up for the first time during the meeting. “He always does.”

“And speaking of agreements.” Ashley opened her satchel and withdrew a large Ziploc bag. She placed it on the table, where everyone could see the flawless, snow-white feathers inside, glowing faintly.

Now it was Hepatica’s turn to gawk, and even Ixia’s eyes widened in amazement. The young witch slid the bag over to her mother, who removed a single feather with tender care.

“They’re still warm.”

“I’ve provided you with ten,” Ashley said. “I hope these are sufficient.”

“Ten?” Hepatica nearly choked on the word.

“Aren’t they enough?”

“Enough?”

“It’s enough,” Clarke cut in. “Consider these ten a goodwill sample. Any more beyond that, and we’ll need to discuss a more formal arrangement.” He looked over at the angel. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

“I suppose that’s for the best,” Ashley replied indifferently.

“Ten is quite generous!” Hepatica handed them back to Ixia. “Store those properly for us, would you, dear?”

Ixia took the feathers over to the storage shelves and selected an empty glass container.

“Ten,” Hepatica repeated breathlessly.

“There’s another matter we’d like to discuss with you.” Clarke nodded to Ashley, who removed the grimoire from her satchel and placed it before the senior witch.

“Another grimoire!” Hepatica pulled it over and ran her fingers across the leather. She opened the tome to a random page and traced a nail down the blurred words and diagrams. “And well protected, too. There’s something powerful lurking under the Concealment. Reading this book will be quite the challenge.”

“Last time, we didn’t know what we were dealing with.” Clarke pointed to the grimoire. “This time is different. We’re almost certain this grimoire belonged to Otto Heinrich, the two-hundred-year-old pureblood we defeated a month ago.”

“A pureblood’s grimoire? Oh, imagine the secrets inside!”

“We have no immediate need of its contents, so we could work our way through its defenses on our own”—Clarke flashed a sly smile—“however, given our new partnership, we thought you might be interested in helping us decipher the book. And in reaping the rewards.”

“Tempting. Very tempting. Especially with the vampire dead.” Hepatica placed her fingers against pursed lips. “Tell you what, I’ll consider⁠—”

“We’ll help you crack it,” Ixia said, sitting back down.

Hepatica blinked at her daughter. “Excuse me? We’ll do what?”

“Think about it, Mom. Clarke and company just took down a living mist in a single evening. We’re getting paid for a job we lacked the time and resources to take, and now you have a jar filled with angel feathers. Oh, and on top of that, they just plopped a pureblood grimoire down on the table! How much more evidence do you need that these are people we want on our side?”

Hepatica glanced down at the grimoire for long, contemplative seconds.

“Mom, if you won’t help them read that book, I will.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Hepatica replied, then looked up at Clarke. “Since Ixia is Broken Fang’s handler, it’s only appropriate that I heed her advice in matters such as this. Taking that into account, the Ashen Flowers agree to aid you in unlocking the grimoire, so that we may both benefit from its contents.”
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Emma placed the check on her coffee table, and they all sat around staring at it.

“You sure they didn’t slip in an extra zero by accident?” Brooke asked.

“Hepatica wouldn’t make a mistake like that,” Clarke said.

“The amount surprised me at first,” Emma began, “but now that I think about it, it makes sense. How many people can take down a life-sucking mist monster, and how many of those live in this area and are willing to try? Dangerous job plus rare skillset plus desperate client equals lucrative pay.”

“Exactly.” Sammy leaned back in her recliner. “If fighting monsters didn’t pay better than flipping burgers, who’d do it?”

“That’s a lot of burgers, though,” Brooke said.

“Mmm, burgers.” Sammy licked her lips. “Now I’m hungry.”

“You’re always hungry.”

“Not always.”

Clarke read the check once more, just to be sure.

“It’s made out to me, so I’ll deposit it on Monday. Once the amount clears, I’ll pay each of you your share. Twenty-five thousand splits five ways easily enough. Sound good?”

“Four ways,” Sammy said. “You can skip me.”

“You sure?”

“Come on, Clarke. What would I do with it, honestly?”

“It’s what you’re owed.”

“And I’m donating those earnings back to the group, as is my prerogative.”

“Okay, if that’s what you want.” He paused for a moment. “The split still works neatly enough. That’s six thousand two fifty to each of us.”

“You can hold onto my share,” Ashley said. “My finances are solid enough.”

“Don’t you have next semester’s tuition to worry about?”

“My scholarships are quite generous. I barely pay anything, and the cost of my apartment is going away as well. On top of that, if we as Broken Fang need to make a large purchase, it’ll be convenient for our funds to be centralized in one account.”

“Makes sense to me,” Emma said brightly. “Clarke, you can keep my share as well.”

“And mine, too,” Brooke added.

“You all sure about this? We’re not talking about chump change.”

“We trust you with it.” Emma glanced around the room. “Don’t we, ladies?”

“Absolutely!” Brooke declared.

“I wouldn’t have suggested this otherwise,” Ashley added.

Sammy gave them a thumbs-up. “Hear, hear!”

“Sammy, you’re not even a part of this,” Brooke pointed out.

“I am in spirit.”

“It’s decided, then.” Emma slid the check over to Clarke.

He picked up the slip of paper then glanced around the room. It took him a moment to realize what had happened, that this conversation wasn’t about dollar signs and paydays but about trust and the growing relationship he had with each of them.

With all of them, together.

Broken Fang may have started as a team of aspirant vampire slayers, but it was growing into something different, something greater. The young women around him weren’t simply his comrades or his partners in bed. They were more than that, so very much more. He loved them, and they loved him, trusted him, and yearned to show that trust in ways both large and small.

Which led him to a realization that filled his chest with joy:

They were becoming a family.

“All right.” He smiled at them. “I’ll take care of it.” He opened his wallet and placed the check inside. It was a small gesture, but it seemed to please the women.

“I need to head out soon.” Ashley slung her satchel strap over a shoulder and stood up. “I’m heading back home to pick up the decoy’s grimoire and then driving straight over to the Greys. Hepatica and I are going to sit down with both the decoy’s and what I suppose we can call Heinrich’s ‘true grimoire.’ After that, we’ll start putting together a plan for breaking its protective spells.”

“Anything we can help with?” Clarke asked.

“It wouldn’t hurt for Emma to join us, if she’s free.”

“Sure thing!” Emma rose to join the angel.

“Guess that leaves the three of us.” Clarke turned to Brooke. “Shall we get to work moving you over to Sammy’s place?”

Her ears drooped. “If we must.”
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“I don’t see what the big deal is,” Clarke said as he walked alongside Brooke up to her apartment door.

“We-e-ell.”

“Come on. There’s no way it’s as bad as you’re making it out to be.”

“We-e-ell.” Her ears sagged and her tail hung limply behind her. She unlocked the door and let it swing open.

Clarke stood at the threshold and soaked it all in. This took a while, on account of there being so much to soak in.

The apartment looked like it had been bombed. The couch, if it could even be called that anymore, had been chewed and shredded into barely recognizable lumps of cloth, wood, and padding. Food wrappers, papers, and bits of furniture covered the floor. The severed rubber arm lay on a dinner tray alongside a length of heavy rope.

He leaned in and caught sight of her television and gaming consoles, which appeared mostly intact, though she’d apparently ripped one of her controllers in half. Brooke stood still next to him, cringing in silence. He leaned back out and faced her. She flashed a nervous smile, her fangs showing.

“It’s bad, I know.”

“What happened to the controller?”

“You know how some games have a permadeath mode?”

“Yes.”

“I should steer clear of those. Also, roguelikes and I don’t get along, no matter how much I enjoy the gameplay. You ever play Returnal?”

“Yes. Great game. Tough as nails, though.”

“It’s not for me.”

“Laid back games are more your thing?”

“Yeah.”

He stuck his head back in but didn’t proceed farther. Something prevented him from stepping inside, as if the culmination of so much mess had produced a repulsive force that stayed his feet.

“Brooke, this is a bit much.”

“I know.” She lowered her head.

“What even happened here?”

“I get antsy during that time of the month.”

“You mean full moons?”

“Yeah. Sometimes I take it out on my furniture.”

“By biting chunks out of it?”

“Yes?” She had enough decency to avert her eyes.

“Are the other rooms worse or better?”

“Worse.” She sighed. “Definitely worse.”

“What’s your bed look like?”

“It’s more ‘beds’ now than the original singular.”

“You didn’t reduce it to a ragged pile of springs and foam, did you?”

“Kind of?” She gave him a shrug.

He rubbed his aching temples.

“We can probably shovel what’s left into one of our cars,” she suggested hopefully.

“Hold that thought.” Clarke fished his phone out of his pocket and selected one of his recent contacts.

“Slime girl’s residence,” Sammy answered. “Here for all your polymorphic needs.”

“Got a question for you.”

“Shoot.”

“Brooke’s new room. What’s it like?”

“Oh, she’s going to love it! Everyone gets their own bed and bath, so she’ll have plenty of space all to herself, and I took her needs into account. It’s on the first floor with direct access to the backyard and swimming pool, and it’s just down the hall from the basketball court and gym.”

“Is it furnished?”

“For the moment. I was about to start shifting what’s there into storage. Why?”

“Let’s leave it as is for now.”

“Sure thing. Means less work for me. When do you two expect to drop by?”

“Not sure. Could be a while. I’ll give you a heads-up when we’re ready to head over.”

“Sounds good. See you later, Clarke!”

“Later.” He pocketed the phone. “Brooke, I think we should toss most of this.”

“I figured as much.”

“Will Sammy’s furniture meet a similar fate?”

“Not as long as a certain someone helps me with my full moon frustrations.” She smiled shyly, hands clasped in front, tail wagging. “If you don’t mind.”

“That I can do.” He took another look around the room. “All right. Let’s start sorting out what we’re going to keep.”

They both retrieved empty trash bags from the cupboard and began clearing the floor debris. Clarke was on his second bag when he grabbed the severed arm off its TV tray.

“Not that one!” Brooke bolted over and snatched the amputated limb from his hands. “It’s my new favorite.”

“You like to chew on a rubber arm?”

“Yes?”

“Is that a statement or a question?”

“Maybe both?”

They finished cleaning the main room and then transported the remains of her couch to the nearest dumpster. The other rooms were just as terrible as he’d been led to believe; they really could have shoveled the bed into their trash bags.

They spent hours working their way steadily through the apartment, throwing out the worst offenders and boxing up the rest. He and Brooke made the first trip to the mansion together, stuffing her Jeep Wrangler with boxes until they couldn’t see out the back. He buzzed them through the main gate as Brooke gawked at the estate.

“Wow,” she said breathlessly as she pulled into the turnabout.

“You’ve never been here?”

“Never. Look at the size of this yard!”

“And the mansion. Don’t forget that.”

“Yes, but the yard! And the woods at the back! This is going to be awesome!”

She parked in front of the main entrance, and Sammy jaunted out to greet them.

“Hey there, girlfriend!” The slime girl gestured grandly toward the mansion. “Welcome to the new home of Broken Fang. You want the grand tour?”

“Yes, please!”

“Let’s get these boxes unloaded first,” Clarke said, opening the Wrangler’s rear hatch and tailgate. “I can head back for the next load while you two get settled.”

The two monster girls helped him unload the boxes, placing them in a pile inside the foyer. Brooke handed Clarke her keys, and he drove back to her apartment to load up again. With her furniture a nonfactor, the rest was well-boxed and easy to move. He packed boxes up to the Wrangler’s ceiling and drove back to the mansion.

Brooke and Sammy were nowhere to be found when he arrived, and the pile in foyer hadn’t been touched. He unloaded the car then ventured into the mansion.

“Sammy? Brooke?”

Girlish giggles carried through the empty halls, and he followed them through open doors onto the back patio. A stone path led around a long, rectangular pool that shimmered with clear, blue water. The high sun beat down on him through a cloudless sky.

“Cannonball!”

Brooke, clad in a tank top and panties, took a running leap off the diving board and splashed into the pool. Water exploded outward, and a sloppy rain splattered Clarke’s head and shoulders. The wolf girl emerged from the water and shook her head, sending more droplets flying. Her ears flicked off even more.

“Hey, Clarke!” She waved at him, then began a leisurely backstroke. “Come on in! The water’s nice and warm!”

“‘Sup.” Sammy was stretched out on a pool lounger wearing a hot pink bikini. She set her sunglasses into her hair.

“I thought you two were going to unpack,” Clarke said.

“We decided we deserved a break.” The slime girl placed her hands behind her head, accentuating her perky breasts.

“The pile in the foyer hasn’t been touched.”

“We decided this early.”

“Hey, Clarke!” Brooke called out. “Can you grab my swimsuit?”

“Do you remember which box it’s in?”

“Not really.”

“Then that could take a while.”

“Aww.” The wolf girl made a pouty face. “But I really shouldn’t be in here with my regular clothes.”

“Oh, dear.” Sammy lowered her sunglasses. “Whatever will you do?”

“I know!” Brooke squirmed under the water, leaving only her head exposed. She threw a gray bundle across the pool, which landed at Clarke’s feet in a sopping pile. He glanced down to discover—with very little surprise—she’d shed her tank top and panties.

“That’s better!” Brooke resumed her slow backstroke, which hefted her heavy breasts above the waterline.

“Why don’t you join her?” Sammy said.

“My swimsuit’s back at Emma’s,” he replied teasingly.

“Such a shame.” The slime girl made a tsk-tsk noise. “If only we could think of some way to solve this dilemma.”

Clarke caught a flash of movement behind him and twisted around, but not before Sammy unclasped his belt buckle and yanked the whole thing free with a single deft motion. She smiled at him, holding the belt up with prehensile toes at the end of her stretched leg, arms still behind her head.

Clarke chuckled. “You’re a troublemaker. You know that?”

“You wouldn’t have me any other way.”

Brooke surfaced beside him, hands on the pool edge. Water cascaded down her naked torso.

“Won’t you join me for a swim?” she asked, tilting her head. “Please?”

Sammy came up behind him and pulled his shirt out of his pants.

“See, Clarke? She even said ‘please.’”

The slime girl tugged his shirt off and tossed it aside, exposing his chiseled chest. She rubbed her hands up and down his front, exploring every muscular nook and cranny.

“Well,” he replied with a grin, “only because you both asked so nicely.”


Nine


They didn’t finish moving Brooke over to the mansion until after dark, and even then she only managed to unpack a few bare essentials. Clarke blamed a string of pleasant “distractions” for the delays.

Sammy ordered a takeout feast to celebrate with her new roomie, and Clarke let Emma know he was spending the night.

“Of course you are,” the succubus said, her words conveying a sultry wink. “You have fun tonight.”

Both Brooke and Sammy were big eaters and together they made short work on the platters of crispy honey chicken, Mongolian beef, sweet and sour chicken, pad thai, lo mein, multiple bowls of hot and sour soup, and a small mountain of spring rolls. Only a few scraps remained after the three had had their fill.

Sammy slept in her own room, giving Brooke and Clarke space to “christen the place,” as she put it.

They did just that.

Repeatedly.

And with great enthusiasm.

They fell asleep sometime past midnight, satisfied and sore in a few places.

Clarke woke up the next morning to find Brooke already out of bed in a tank top and shorts. She sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled long socks on.

“Morning, Beautiful.” He smiled at her, rising to one elbow.

“Morning, Clarke!”

“Got somewhere to be?”

“I’m going for a run. The yard is calling to me!”

“Looking forward to zooming through it?”

“A little?” She gave him an apologetic shrug.

“Mind if I join you?” he asked, casting the sheets aside.

“Not at all. The more the merrier!”

He didn’t have any athletic attire with him, so Brooke lent him a baggy T-shirt and a pair of sweat shorts that fit well enough. Her shifter nature meant she owned clothes that could accommodate a range of sizes.

The early morning air was cool and crisp, and a thin layer of fog shrouded the woods, seeping onto the main yard like pale frosting. Brooke and Clarke ran laps around the main yard. It still surprised Clarke how much his endurance had improved. He’d never considered himself weak or scrawny; his parents had instilled in him a sense of personal health that encompassed both the mind and the body, and he enjoyed working out.

However, Brooke would have easily outpaced the old him, and even now, he could tell she was holding back on his account.

Both of them worked up a good sweat, cleaned off in what was now Brooke’s massive walk-in shower, then threw on some fresh clothes and joined Sammy for breakfast. The slime girl used scissors to cut the top off a box of Cheerios and mixed its entire contents with a gallon of whole milk. Brooke and Clarke partook of the same, but in smaller portions.

“What’s on everyone’s plate for today?” he asked. “Besides Monday classes.”

“It doesn’t feel like Monday,” Sammy said. “Where did the weekend go?”

“We spent it working.”

“I’ll be busy unpacking,” Brooke said. “How about you, Sammy?”

“Not sure. We could finish that tour I promised you before everyone heads out.”

“Wait a second.” Clarke chuckled. “You two didn’t even get through that?”

“My first attempt to show her around both began and ended at the pool.”

Clarke glanced over at Brooke, who gave him a guilty shrug.

“The pool looked so inviting. I just had to try it!”

“Girl, wait until you see the rest of this place,” Sammy said.

They cleaned up after breakfast, and then Sammy led them down parts of the mansion Clarke hadn’t seen yet. They passed Brooke’s new living area, which consisted of a bedroom, master bath, office, and lounge with easy access to the pool. A hallway connected the bedroom to the gym and indoor basketball court. Sammy showed off the gym first.

The equipment was set up in pairs: treadmills, exercise bikes, weight sets, and multifunctional machines. A single window spanned one wall, overlooking the backyard, and another featured several wall-mounted televisions.

“Yes!” Brooke grabbed a heavily weighted barbell and curled it with one arm. “And I can use this place whenever?”

“Whenever you want.” Sammy patted one of the treadmill consoles. “I only have one rule: No chewing the equipment.”

Brooke nodded, her expression serious. “I can do that.”

Sammy showed them the basketball court next, which was exactly what Clarke expected it would be. The hardwood floor squeaked under their shoes as they walked across. Brooke grabbed a basketball off a metal rack and dribbled from one end of the court to the other before slamming the ball through the hoop. She swung on the metal ring then dropped to the floor and retrieved the ball.

“I’ve been toying with the idea of remodeling this area,” Sammy said. “Maybe converting it into a dedicated training-slash-sparring room for us.”

“Oh!” Brooke’s face lit up. “That’s a great idea!” She threw the basketball across the court, and it swished through the opposite hoop.

“But wouldn’t your parents object to you altering the property like that?” Clarke asked.

“Eh.” Sammy gave him an indifferent shrug. “What they don’t know won’t hurt them.”

“We could keep it simple,” Brooke said. “Maybe pad the walls and floor in a way that’s modular so they can be torn down or replaced later. You know how we can be rough on equipment. Plus, that’ll let us play on the court if we want.”

“Either way,” Sammy continued, “it’d be a hell of a lot more convenient than us driving to that abandoned steel mill every time we want to spar.”

“Whatever you feel is best,” Clarke said.

Brooke jogged across the court and was about to scoop up the ball when her phone vibrated. She pulled it out.

“It’s Jeremy North.” She brought the phone to her ear. “Yes, sir? Yes?” Her eyes caught Clarke’s. “Yes, he’s here, too. Would you like me to put you on speaker?” She paused for a moment, then nodded. “Okay! Hang on, sir.”

“What’s going on?” Clarke asked.

“Not sure. Whatever it is, sounds like he’s in a good mood.” Brooke put the call on speaker. “Okay, Mr. North. I’m here with Clarke.”

“Splendid. First, I wish to extend my heartfelt congratulations for a job well done. Miss Grey shared the good news with me yesterday and managed to cleanse the jobsite with her sisters. The results have been astounding! I’ve already received calls from people who had their first good night’s sleep in weeks and feel so invigorated they’re ready—eager, in fact—to return to work! I expect the rest will follow soon.”

“That’s wonderful to hear, Mr. North,” Clarke said. “We’re happy to be of service.”

“And what a splendid service it was, which brings me to my second point. Would you and Miss Hawthorne be available to join me for dinner sometime this week?”

“Just the two of us?” Clarke replied, wondering why the whole team wasn’t being invited.

“I feel I owe you two a special apology for how I so rudely dismissed you earlier. There’s a place in downtown Chester Creek I had in mind that I believe will be to both of your likings. What would you two say to an evening at The Establishment? My treat, of course.”

“Oh!” Brooke sucked in an excited breath.

“Doesn’t that place cater only to shifters?” Clarke asked.

“With a few exceptions. Mages are welcome, and the same goes for anyone in a committed relationship with a shifter. You, as Miss Hawthorne’s alpha, fit both categories. I’m on excellent terms with the owner and can assure you’ll be treated with the greatest respect.”

He looked over at Brooke, who nodded excitedly.

“Thank you for your generous offer,” Clarke replied. “We’d be happy to join you.”
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That Tuesday, Clarke picked up Brooke at the mansion in the Z4. Her beige foldover top left her shoulders bare, and her cargo miniskirt drew the eye to her long, bare legs. A trio of gold studs glinted in her left wolf ear, and her customary collar hung around her neck.

“You look beautiful,” Clarke said as he held the car door for her.

They left the roadster in a downtown parking deck and walked across pedestrian-only streets to The Establishment, its entrance tucked into an unobtrusive corner underneath a varnished wooden sign. Jeremy North met them outside, clad in a tawny suit with a middle-aged woman on his arm. The woman wore a short black dress, which matched her black hair and bear ears.

“There they are!” the big man declared with a broad grin.

He didn’t shake their hands this time, but instead wrapped each of them in a suffocating bear hug, which seemed appropriate. With those pleasantries concluded, he gestured to his companion.

“Allow me to introduce my wife and soulmate of twenty-four years. Charlotte, this is J.B. Clarke and Brooke Hawthorne.” His eyes twinkled. “They helped us with that little problem over at the Fresburn job.”

“Not quite so little.” Charlotte elected to shake their hands, her expression measured and subdued. “That one could have sunk our entire business. We’re grateful for your efforts.”

“Our pleasure, ma’am,” Clarke replied. “It was nothing, really.”

“‘Nothing,’ he says!” Jeremy gave him a hard pat on the back that reverberated through his chest. “As if vampiric hellspawn are an everyday occurrence for him!”

“Good grief, I hope not,” Charlotte said.

“All in a day’s work, ma’am,” Clarke replied simply.

“Come on, let’s get inside.” Jeremy gestured toward the heavy double doors. “I’ve reserved the best seats in the house.”

The interior put Clarke in mind of a saloon in old western movies. Almost everything was built from darkly varnished wood, from the well-stocked bar to the many round tables, walls, and vaulted ceiling. The only notable exception was a stone hearth and fire pit where wooden logs crackled and huge slabs of meat rotated on spits.

Large animal skulls were mounted on plaques along on the walls, and three whole skeletons hung suspended from the ceiling. Clarke could identify some of the trophies—deer and the like—while others possessed too many eye sockets or horns to be normal.

Or whatever had passed for “normal” a few months ago.

They were greeted by a slender werewolf hostess in a black dress. She, like the rest of the staff, was in her hybrid form, as were all the patrons. Jeremy gave her the reservation name, and she led them to an elevated corner booth. A werebear waiter passed out the menus and took their initial drink order.

“You two pick whatever you want,” Jeremy said. “Don’t give those prices a second glance, you hear?”

“What is ‘The Classic Experience’?” Clarke asked, his eyes drawn to a part of the menu with bold text and an elaborate border.

Brooke let out a brief, excited yelp, and her tail wagged so hard it smacked him in the hip. He gave her a curious glance, and she mouthed a quiet “Sorry.”

“That’s The Establishment’s specialty!” Jeremy explained. “A favorite amongst our werewolf brethren. It can feed a whole table by itself. Shall I order one?”

“Oh, let’s have it, Jeremy.” Charlotte dropped her menu onto the table. “It’s been ages.”

Jeremy laughed heartily. “Who am I to tell you no?” He gestured for their waiter to return. “One Classic for the table.”

“Right away, sir.”

The waiter disappeared through the door to the kitchen.

A three-tone chime played across a loudspeaker system, and the restaurant grew quiet until a melodious female voice came over the speakers:

“Your attention, please. Someone has just ordered ‘The Classic Experience.’ As is tradition, all guests are encouraged to relax to their fullest. The full moon is out! I repeat, the full moon is out! Please enjoy the rest of your evening, thank you.”

A trap door opened in the ceiling, and a painted cutout of the moon dropped down, hanging from a chain. Howls erupted across the restaurant, and shifters began morphing into their primal forms. Clarke glanced around urgently, all those bestial roars triggering the fight-or-flight part of his brain before he caught himself.

Jeremy ballooned into a massive humanoid polar bear, his suit stretching to accommodate his immense size. His wife transformed into a more modestly sized black bear. She retrieved a compact mirror from her purse and inspected herself, then combed down a few errant patches of fur.

“Can I wolf out?” Brooke asked eagerly.

“Well, um.”

“Can I?” Her large yellow eyes pleaded with him alongside her words.

Clarke glanced around. Hardly anyone besides the restaurant staff remained in their hybrid forms.

“Sure. Why not?”

“Yes!” Brooke grew into a full werewolf, expanding to the point where Clarke had to slide farther down the booth to make room.

Jeremy grinned toothily. “Now this is more like it!”

“A fantastic idea, dear.” Charlotte reapplied her lipstick then clapped the mirror shut and returned it to her purse.

“It’s certainly something,” Clarke added dryly.

“The Classic is an absolute treat for werewolves,” Jeremy explained, “but the wife and I have developed a taste for it as well.”

“That we have.”

“But what is it, exactly?” Clarke asked.

“You’ll see,” Jeremy replied, his reddish eyes filled with mirth.

Four waiters came out with The Classic Experience: two to clear space for the meal and another two to transport the whole dead elk and lay it across the table. Clarke’s eyebrows rose at the “feast” before him, cold with its skin still attached. He poked it with a fork experimentally. Besides him, Brooke shuddered with anticipation, and a line of drool trickled from her maw.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” their waiter began, “please enjoy your meal.”

“Oh, trust us, we will!” Jeremy said, then chomped into the elk. His wife joined in, followed quickly by Brooke.

Their voracious gorging intensified into a chaotic blur of teeth and claws, punctuated by the cracking of bones and the ripping of flesh. An errant piece of meat flew toward Clarke and slapped against his forehead. He wiped it off with a frown.

He picked up his fork once more and held it rigidly upright, not sure how to enter the frenzied maelstrom, or if that was even wise for a non-shifter.

I might lose a finger in there, he thought, or worse.

“I think I’m going to order something from the bar,” he said at last.

“You sure?” Brooke asked, entrails hanging from her bloody snout.

“This Classic isn’t for me.” He patted her furry shoulder. “You enjoy yourself, though.”

“Okay!” she replied, then dove right back in.

Clarke rose and made his way for the bar. The North family didn’t seem to notice his absence.

“Can I see a menu, please?” he asked the bartender. He was trying to narrow down his dinner to something sensible when the same melodious voice from the earlier “Classic Experience” announcement interrupted his thoughts.

“Not for everyone, is it?”

He looked up to find a young woman—a wholly human woman—seated on the stool next to his. Her hair was long, red, and intricately braided, and she seemed to be laughing with her single deep blue eye. The other one was covered with an eyepatch. She wore a long, backless dress that shimmered blue in the dim light.

“This place, I mean.” The woman gestured to their surroundings.

“I do feel a bit out of my element.”

“I recommend the Reuben sandwich. Makes for a good normie dinner.”

“Works for me.” He signaled the bartender over and placed his order.

“I’m Linda, by the way.” She crossed her legs and leaned back against the bar, which pushed out her ample chest. “Linda Sarkany.”

“J.B. Clarke.”

“With the North party,” Linda said. “You helped them with that Fresburn mess.”

“You heard?”

“Word travels fast in these circles, and I keep my ears open. The wolf girl yours?”

“You mean Brooke? She calls me her alpha, if that’s what you mean.”

“Kid, if she calls you that, then make no mistake—you are her alpha.”

“‘Kid’?” Clarke regarded the woman more carefully. She didn’t look a day over twenty-five.

“That’s not something a shifter says for giggles. Take it from someone who’s been there and seen that.”

“You’ve dated a shifter before?”

“Dated, married, tried to have kids with.” She shrugged, then let out a sad sigh. “And eventually outlived. It’s how I inherited this place. My late husband left it to me.”

“Your late husband?” Clarke leaned back on his stool, not sure what to make of her claim.

“I’m older than I look. Don’t ask by how much.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“The point I’m trying to make is shifters are who they are. They can’t separate themselves from the beast within. They can tame it, corral it, but never get rid of it. It’s part of their being, and if you’re going to date one, you either accept the beast’s presence or move on. You a mage?”

“Warlock.”

“Is that so?”

Linda lifted her eyepatch, revealing a golden eye with a black slit down the middle. Clarke suddenly felt as if his head were in a vise, the pressure of her gaze crushing his skull, threatening to bore straight into his soul. She dropped the eyepatch back into place, and the sensation vanished.

“Warlock. Right, right.”

“What the hell was that?”

“Kid, you may be a warlock, but there’s something else about you I can’t quite put my finger on.” She glanced at him with her blue eye. “Might be why I felt the urge to come talk to you. Something in your blood sings to me.”

Clarke tensed at her mention of the word “blood” but did his best to hide it.

“I’m tempted to give Hepatica a call,” she continued, “just for a chance to see you in action. I bet that would shed light on whatever secrets you’re hiding.”

“Since we’re both in a nosy mood,” he said, attempting to deflect her attention, “mind telling me what you are?”

“Take a look. I have nothing to hide.” She raised a delicate hand. Her skin transformed into a coat of tough, red scales and her nails extended into miniature ruby blades. She shook her hand out, and its appearance returned to normal.

“You’re dragonkin.”

“I keep that side suppressed most of the time. The blood runs strong in my family, which can make my presence … uncomfortable for some. It’s one of the reasons why I don’t have any kids. I’m incompatible with most demihumans. Even most dragonkin, given how diluted their lines are these days.” She glanced up and down his body. “You seem the strong and virile sort. Care to give it a shot?”

“My docket is quite full at the moment.”

She laughed. “I’m joking, of course.” Her expression turned suddenly serious, and she gave him a long, contemplative look. “Or am I?”

“I’m not.”

“Well, that’s your prerogative.” She pushed off the bar. “Enjoy your Reuben, young warlock. I’ll be keeping my eye on you.”

Clarke watched her leave, unsure what to make of the woman.
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The bartender dropped off his Reuben, and Clarke carried it back to the table, which was now covered in bits of hide, meat, and bone, the remainder of the disemboweled elk splayed in the middle like a centerpiece for a proud, rampantly anti-vegan dinner party. (Which, shifter circumstances considered, wasn’t exactly wrong.)

He wiped a corner of the table clear and set his plate down.

“Thish ih sho gooh!” Brooke jerked her head, tearing a strip of muscle free. She gnashed it between her teeth then swallowed. “You sure you don’t want some?”

“I’m good.”

“Oh, what a treat this is!” Jeremy wiped at his lips, leaving a crimson smear on his white fur.

“I wholeheartedly agree.” Charlotte inspected herself in her compact mirror, then dabbed daintily at her bloody maw with a napkin.

“Mr. North, do you know a Linda Sarkany by any chance?”

“Of course I do. She and I go way back. Why, we even had a brief fling back in the day. It didn’t work out, obviously.”

“Good thing this was before we met.” Charlotte closed her compact and returned it to her purse. “I would have ripped her throat out.”

“Now, dear.” Jeremy patted his wife’s huge paw. “You know I only have eyes for you.”

“Do you consider her trustworthy?” Clarke asked.

“Now that’s a more complicated question. We demihumans are a secretive lot by nature, always keeping people in the dark, be they human or vampire or one of our own kind. All of us lead double lives, Linda included. But to answer your question, I’d say she’s trustworthy enough. Why do you ask?”

“Just curious. I had a brief chat with her at the bar. She sounded vaguely interested in our services.”

“Well, I’ll be sure to put in a good word on your behalf!” Jeremy wagged a dripping claw. “After all, it’s not what you know but who you know that’ll take you places.”

“Thank you. I’d appreciate that.”

Clarke ate his Reuben while the three shifters stripped the elk down to its ribs, leaving nothing but a deflated carcass of bones and skin. Their waiter returned, set a raised platter of breath mints on the table, then handed out small slips of stiff paper.

Clarke inspected his.

“Rates for hotel rooms?” He flipped the brochure over to its back to make sure he hadn’t missed something.

Jeremy took Charlotte’s paw and patted the top. “Is the Hibernation Suite available?”

“It is, sir.”

“The missus and I will take that one, then.”

“Very good, sir.” The waiter turned to Clarke and Brooke. “And for you two?”

“I don’t get it.” Clarke frowned at the brochure. “Why is there an hourly rate? What kind of hotel charges by the … oh.”

He glanced over at Brooke, who waggled furry eyebrows at him, her tail swishing.

“Can we?”

“Well, um.” He read down the list of names. “I’m not sure what to make of the offerings. Maybe a little help here?”

“That one!” Her claw left a splotch of gore by her selection.

“Okay, then. We’ll take the ‘Moon Room.’”

“An excellent choice, sir. I’ll see that it’s prepared right away.”
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Clarke slotted the metal key into the door’s heavy lock and pushed it open.

An expansive arc of stained glass along the back depicted a full moon against a clear night sky, shining upon a circular room built around the circular bed. A few large balls and cords of thick rope lay scattered haphazardly about the floor, along with a humanoid silhouette.

Brooke flashed by him in a blur of brown fur and pounced onto a human shape by the bedside. She clamped her jaw onto the shape’s neck and play-wrestled with it across the floor, rolling over and over until she met the back wall.

“Chew toys?” Clarke asked, closing the door behind them. “The room comes with oversized chew toys?”

Brooke shrugged, the rubber human still in her jaws.

“Is this where you got the arm?”

She nodded, then wrestled the huge toy back across the room until she bumped into Clarke’s feet. She twisted onto her back and looked up at him with innocent eyes.

“You seem to really like this,” he said.

The rubber human was covered in cuts and gouges from head to toe, and one arm ended in a tattered stump. She released her death clamp on the toy and held it up for him.

“You can have a go at it, too.”

“No, thanks. I’m good.”

“Am I weirding you out?”

“It’s not that. I’m just not the target audience for this place.”

Brooke stood up, her fur vanishing, limbs and snout retracting, werewolf features receding until only her ears and tail remained. She placed her arms around his neck and pulled him in for a slow kiss. He placed his hands on her narrow hips, then ventured lower, giving her firm butt cheeks a squeeze.

She broke the kiss and rested her forehead against his.

“I can be a good girl tonight.” She grinned, and her yellow eyes caught the light. “Or a bad girl. Which do you prefer?”

“Why not a little of both?”

He drew her in, squishing her breasts against his chest. The heat of her body warmed his through their clothes, and he kissed her. She kissed him back, harder and faster this time, her hunger and desire obvious.

“I have just the thing in mind,” she whispered, their mouths close. “Excuse me while I freshen up.”

She retreated through a side door, hips swaying with each long-legged stride. Clarke took off his shirt and sat on the edge of the bed, listening to the faint rustle of her clothes and … the squirt of lotion?

She returned several minutes later, clad in a tan bathrobe with THE ESTABLISHMENT embroidered on the breast.

He rose to meet her and took her into his arms.

“What did you want to try?” He pushed the bathrobe aside to expose her pale shoulder. “Are you going to tell me what it is?”

“Not yet, but soon. I know you’ll like it.”

Appropriate to her surroundings, to herself, Brooke came for him with the immediate intensity of an animal. She stroked the bulge through his pants, then fiddled with his belt buckle. And well, there was no animal in him, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t respond like one. He reached into her robes and grasped one of her breasts, his hand barely large enough to encompass it. They kissed and groped each other to greater and greater excitement, the anticipation burning hot within them.

Brooke pulled his belt free as her mouth explored his. She tossed it aside, found his zipper, then freed him from his cloth prison. She grasped his thick length and held it, twitching in her hand, engorging itself to greater stiffness.

“That’s what I’ve yearned for,” she breathed against his lips. “I want you in me. I want to feel you taking me.”

Clarke untied her bathrobe’s belt, then pushed the garment off her shoulder. It collected at her ankles in a heap, and he stepped back and slipped out of his pants.

Brooke dropped to her knees and licked her lips.

“Let me taste you.”

She swallowed his tip, and the hot wetness of her mouth sent a shiver through him. He let out a slow exhale and placed a hand between her wolf ears, urging her deeper. She took more of him down her throat, then paused at the middle with a slight jolt. Her throat muscles contracted, and she came up for air.

“This is harder than it looks!” She licked underneath his rod and smiled up at him. “How do the others gulp down this whole monster?”

“Is this a serious question?”

“Yes! Tell me their secrets!”

“Well, Sammy has the advantage of being a slime girl. As for Emma, I suspect she doesn’t have anything close to a normal gag reflex. Either that, or she’s been trained as a sword swallower.”

“No fair. I’ll just need to work harder.”

She swallowed him again and began a slow trek down his rod, ending at the halfway point. She then pulled back and began bobbing up and down with steady strokes, taking him a fraction of an inch deeper each time. He closed his eyes, reveling in her enthusiastic efforts.

She managed to take three quarters of him, then grasped his butt cheeks and forced another inch down her throat, held it there before her throat contracted again. She pulled off him and gasped for air.

“That’s it for today! You’re just too big. I need more practice!”

“Practice does make perfect, as they say.”

“Then that’s just what I’ll do.” She gave the tip a playful lick.

“Was this what you wanted to try?”

“Not quite.” She crawled up on to the bed and shook her ass at him. “Come get some, you beast.”

He grinned and mounted the bed behind her, then slid forward on his knees until the tip of his rod pressed against the gushing mouth of her sex.

“Not there.” She blushed as she reached between her legs to grasp him, guiding his tip up to the tiny opening between her ass cheeks. “Here. Take this hole instead.”

“You sure?” he asked, momentarily surprised by her boldness.

“Yes.” She wiggled her hips and shuffled back an inch, compressing his dick against her tight hole. “You’re my alpha, my mate. There’s no part of my body that doesn’t belong to you, that doesn’t crave the feel of you. Please.” She rested her head on the bed, gazing back at him with ravenous wolf eyes. “Take me like this.”

He thought to what he knew of these kinds of situations, of the preparations that were usually required.

“But don’t I need⁠—”

“It’s taken care of.” Brooke waggled her ass again, which was when he noticed the wetness already glistening there and remembered the sound of a lotion from earlier.

He needed no further encouragement.

He grasped her hips and pushed in. The tip popped through her sphincter and, with little effort, glided deeper thanks to the generous lubrication she’d applied in the bathroom.

She squeezed her eyes shut and sucked in a long breath.

“Does it hurt?” he asked.

“You’ll need more than that to hurt me. Keep going.”

He thrust deeper, stretching her ass one thick inch at a time, filling her up, slowly but insistently. He met some resistance and pulled back, leaving only his tip in her, then drove himself back in. He began to fuck her from behind, easing her open with slow but firm strokes.

“Yes. Like that. Oh, God!” She arched her back, and her tail stood up straight as he drove into her.

“How does it feel?”

“Different,” she said through trembling lips. “But still good.”

He continued fucking her ass, each stroke full and firm.

“Yes!” Brooke cried. “Take me! Take all of me!”

Clarke obliged by fucking her with abandon, his crotch slapping against her cheeks with each thrust, her hole clenching tight around his shaft. She snarled and grunted, taking all he could give her and loving it.

He slipped into something akin to a trance as he pounded her from behind, his mind and body becoming aware of her in newer and more complete ways. He sensed her magic, like a panting beast trapped within a human shell. It throbbed with power and purpose, and he found himself drawn to it.

His magic mingled within hers, sinking beneath a surface that offered no resistance. Their magics met, kissed, and their strengths intertwined.

One body.

One mind.

One soul.

Brooke squealed with delicious delight. Her orgasm shuddered through every inch of her ravished body, trembling down from the points of her ears to the tips of her toes. She collapsed onto the bed, her head cradled by the mattress, her ass propped up as Clarke continued to have his way with her.

His own excitement built, boiling within his gonads until his muscles clenched and his body spasmed, filling her ass.

He draped himself on top of her and kissed the nape of her neck, then pulled out and settled onto the bed beside her.

“Fuck, that was good!” Brooke exclaimed with breathless joy.

“You liked that?”

“I loved it!” She snuggled up to him. “You can fill my moon anytime you want.”

“Oh, my God!” Clarke laughed. “The wolf girl enjoys full moons. Who would have guessed?”

“And these aren’t limited to once per month, either.”

“You want to hear about another limit I think we crossed today?”

“What’s that?”

“I managed to cast Power Graft again. I’m not sure what I absorbed, but I definitely felt it trigger.”

“Clarke, that’s fantastic! You know what this means?”

“What?”

Brooke grabbed his shoulders. She picked him up, swung him onto his back and mounted his chest in one swift blur of motion.

“We need to test your body to learn how it’s improved.” She licked her lips, yellow eyes hungry for more. “Thoroughly, and repeatedly.”


Ten


“Hey, there!” Emma waved at Clarke from their customary table in the CCU food court.

“Hey yourself.” He sat down next to her. “Hard to believe it’s already Wednesday. This week has been rocketing by.”

“Well, you’ve been a busy boy these past few days.”

“You’ve got that right. I’m trying to remember the last time I slept in my own bed. Our bed, I mean.”

“Saturday night.”

“You knew that off the top of your head?”

“A succubus keeps tabs on these things.”

“Feels like longer.” He glanced over her boxed meal, which consisted of teriyaki chicken, carrots, and broccoli over rice with a side of cucumber salad, a buttered roll, and a fruit medley for dessert.

“Want some?” she asked.

“Only if you have extra. Otherwise, I’ll forage today.”

“Oh, Clarke.” She smiled sweetly and pulled another box from her backpack. “You know I come prepared.”

“Thanks.” He pulled the lunchbox over and opened the lid.

“You know I wouldn’t dare forget your food. I fill you; you fill me. It’s the little things that make our relationship work.”

He laughed, shaking his head, and scooped up a mouthful of rice and veggies.

“Pardon me for saying so,” Emma continued, “but you seem distracted today.”

“Your empathy tell you that?”

“It may have pointed me in this direction.” She tilted her head. “Anything on your mind?”

“Plenty. I’m finding it difficult to concentrate in class.”

“Life certainly keeps us hopping these days.”

“It’s not just that. I could keep up with my studies if I wanted to—there are enough hours in the week—but any time I crack open my notes, I just sort of stare at them like I’m lost. Most of the time, I end up putting them away and meditating with my spell list instead. I haven’t put in any honest-to-goodness study time since our Data Structures test, and even that one fell short of my usual standards.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“It is if I ever want to graduate.”

“And do you?”

He paused and frowned, giving her question due consideration. It was the first time anyone had asked him that, but he wasn’t surprised by it, since similar thoughts had been rattling around in his skull over the past few months.

“I don’t know anymore,” he replied at last. “I thought I knew what I wanted to do with my life, but that was before all this started. I want to see through to completion what I started, education-wise, but I also know every hour I spend on programming is an hour I can’t spend training up.”

“Can’t stretch yourself too thin, that’s for sure.”

“And then there’s what the coven paid us. It got me thinking. What the hell am I wasting my time here for?” He gestured around them to indicate the university. “I’m dumping time and money down a hole in the hopes that someday, years from now, I’ll be able to earn it back. What sense does that make when I could be working jobs for the coven and making bank right now? Never mind that working with the coven helps us achieve our other goal.” He set his fork down. “Emma, why are you in college?”

“For the usual reasons. Seemed like the right thing to do if I wanted to have a career. I didn’t know Ashley when I enrolled.”

“And now that you do?”

“It seemed convenient to stay the course. Being a student helped me spot one of the campus vampires, after all.”

“Right. But now that all the CCU vampires are dead?”

“I don’t know.” She sighed, resting her cheek on a hand. “Haven’t given it much thought. I guess I’ve been flying on autopilot since then, same as you.”

“Maybe it’s something we need to talk about, and I mean all five of us, especially now that we’re off to such a good start with the coven.”

“Speaking of the coven …” Her eyes caught something past his shoulder.

Clarke twisted around in his seat, following Emma’s gaze.

“There you two are!” Ixia sat down at their table and set her backpack on the floor.

“Ixia?” Clarke said. “I didn’t know you went to school here.”

“I don’t. Just passing through, making a few potion deliveries to the student body. Aphrodisiacs, memory decoctions, and one luck elixir. The usual for a crowd like this.”

“What’d those cost?”

The witch smiled slyly. “You don’t want to know.”

“She called ahead,” Emma said. “I let her know where we hang out.”

“You’re certainly welcome to join us,” Clarke said. “Can I grab you a bite to eat?”

“No thanks,” Ixia replied. “I’ll eat after my last delivery. Just wanted to stop by and talk in person, since I was in the area. Wanted to pick your brain about your fight with the living mist, too.”

“Is something bothering you about it?”

“No, just wanted to understand your approach better. You know, since I’m your handler and all.” Ixia leaned in and spoke softly. “So tell me, when you faced that junk puppet with the acetylene tanks, why didn’t you three back away and shoot it?”

“Shoot it?” Clarke creased his brow.

“You know, instead of casting Scarlet Slash. That’s a powerful spell, but the downside is the health drain can leave you vulnerable. It would have been safer to shoot it.”

“Okay, but with what?”

“You know.” The witch pointed a finger gun at him and fired.

“None of us brought a gun.”

“You didn’t?” Ixia stared at them in disbelief.

“I don’t think any of us even own a gun.” Clarke glanced over at Emma, who shook her head.

“You don’t even own …” Ixia leaned back in her chair. “This makes so much sense now.”

“Is this a problem?”

“Clarke, I appreciate that your team is unhexed and mean as hell, but there’s a distinction between confident and foolhardy. Do any of you have any ranged options besides Scarlet Slash?”

“Does picking up stuff and throwing it count?”

“No.”

“Then we don’t have anything.”

Ixia whistled softly. “Okay. Let’s chalk this one up to inexperience and pick out some guns! How’s this evening sound?”
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“Why am I here again?” Ashley asked, somewhat irritably.

“Because Ixia asked to see all of us,” Emma said from the driver’s seat of her Jetta.

“What’s the point, though? I’m not buying or shooting guns.”

“Just humor us,” Clarke said, trying to be diplomatic. “It’s in our best interests to keep our business partners happy.”

“Here we are!” Emma pulled into a small gravel parking lot in front of a squat, gray building with a flat roof and a dirty sign that read Bloat’s Bullets. Ixia waved at them from in front of the entrance. Emma brought the car to a halt near the witch, and they all climbed out.

“Got the whole crew together, I see. Great!” Ixia waved them toward the store. “Let’s pick out some firepower!”

“You’re in a good mood,” Clarke said.

“It’s not every day I get to pop a virgin’s cherry.” She winked at him and pushed through the door.

The bells above the door tinkled, and the man behind the counter looked up. His long elven ears twitched, and he rose, his narrow chest clad in a camouflage vest with orange stripes along the shoulders and the name BLOAT across the front. Tattoos covered every inch of his scrawny arms, rampant with eagles, the stars and stripes, guns, bullets, explosions, a woman clothed in nothing but rose blossoms, and the name BETSY. He masticated a wad of what Clarke assumed to be chewing tobacco and spat into a spittoon behind the counter.

The store was much as Clarke had expected, with a wide variety of rifles, shotguns, and pistols arrayed along the walls, on shelves, and underneath the glass countertop, along with ammo and various accessories.

“Hey there, Harvey!” Ixia gave the elf a wave as they approached the counter.

“Miss Grey!” Harvey Bloat smiled at her, flashing a pair of gold teeth amongst his originals. “What an unexpected pleasure! I would have swept up the place had I known you’d be dropping by. What can I do for you?”

“Got a crew with me that recently began working with the coven.” She patted Clarke on the shoulder. “They’re interested in purchasing tools for a little ‘pest control,’ if you get my meaning.”

“I do indeed. And what sort of pests are we talking about here?”

“The really nasty kind.”

“Vampiric spawn?”

Ixia shrugged indifferently. “Perhaps.”

Harvey chuckled, then spat again.

Clarke regarded the man with a curious expression.

“You’re an elf?”

“That I am. Surprised, Mister …?”

“Clarke. And yes.”

“Well, Mr. Clarke, so were my parents. To this day, they still prattle on about the old ways and how I’m a disgrace to my birthright and need to be more connected with nature and blah-blah-blah.” Harvey rolled his eyes.

“I take it you have a different view on the matter.”

“Oh, I like to connect with nature, all right.” Harvey tapped the center of his forehead. “Especially with a seven-millimeter Remington Magnum right between the eyes! We sell those, by the way. Very popular caliber. Appropriate for ‘pest control’ as well as sport hunting.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Anyway, Mr. Clarke, what can I help you with?” The elf rubbed his hands together. “Everything on display is for sale, though not everything for sale is on display. I have a few specialty items in the basement reserved for pest control enthusiasts.”

“Actually,” Ixia began, “would you mind if I showed off some of your stock? I have a few thoughts on what Clarke and his team might take a shine to.”

“Not at all, Miss Grey. My house is your house.”

“Thanks, Harvey.” Ixia corralled them toward the pistol shelves.

Ashley pinched a pistol between her thumb and forefinger as if she were lifting a soiled rag. She set it carefully back in its stand then brushed her fingers off on her slacks.

“Do we really need guns?” Brooke asked the witch.

“The simple answer is no, but that’s the wrong question. A werewolf or slime or”—she hesitated with the hint of a grin—“warlock doesn’t need a gun to kill. You have plenty of offensive power as you are now. What a gun can provide you with is options, especially if a mage, such as myself, were to load the bullets with spells.”

“Okay,” Brooke said, nodding. “That makes sense.”

“What did you have in mind?” Clarke asked.

“For you and Brooke, I was thinking of something like this.” Ixia pulled a huge revolver off the shelf and handed it to him. “The Smith & Wesson Model 629, a modern version of the gun made famous by the Dirty Harry movies. This is a six-shot, double action revolver firing .44 Magnum cartridges.”

“Double action?”

“You pull the trigger; it fires. No need to cock the hammer between each shot, though you can fire it that way as well. There are advantages to single actions, but with your enhanced strength, you’d barely notice the difference between single and double action trigger pulls besides having to pull the trigger farther.”

“But only six shots? Will that be enough against the sorts of monsters we’re likely to face? I don’t want to be stuck reloading with a hellhound barreling toward me.”

“A good question, but here are a few points in response: First, we’re looking at these guns as backup weapons, not your primary means of dealing damage. Second, revolvers are easier to load with spells than semi-automatics. And third, this thing hits like a truck! Nothing likes being punched full of holes. Not even monsters and demihumans with high regen factors. Why only damage or debuff when you can do both at the same time? It’s the best of both worlds!”

“Why are revolvers easier on the magic?” Clarke asked.

“Because the bullets aren’t touching each other. The closer we pack spells together, the harder it is to make them stable. Bullets in the cylinder or prepped in a speedloader aren’t in direct contact, which means we can jam more powerful spells into them more easily. Any spell I plant on a bullet is going to be inherently unstable because it needs to activate on its own later.”

“I didn’t realize overlapping spells was that difficult.”

“That’s one of the reasons why Heinrich’s traps caught me off guard,” Ashley said. “I didn’t expect so much magic to be concentrated in his grimoire.”

“What spells did he stack it with?” Ixia asked.

“Concealment, Summon Ink Wraith, and Far Sight, and it looks like his true grimoire is protected with at least twice that amount.”

“Wow. Concealment and Far Sight are fairly stable, but any summoning spell turns the whole thing into a house of cards. Tricky to pull off. Very tricky.”

“What about me?” Sammy asked. “Don’t I get a Dirty Harry Magnum?”

“Try this on for size.” Ixia handed the slime girl a slightly more modest weapon. “Smith & Wesson’s Model 686.”

“It’s smaller.” Sammy hefted the revolver with a frown. “Why do I get the weenie gun?”

“‘Weenie?’ This is a very respectable firearm. It fires either .38 Special or .357 Magnum cartridges. I’m going to recommend the former for the reduced recoil, which⁠—”

“You don’t think I can handle the more powerful ammo?”

“I wouldn’t put it like that.”

“I’m stronger than any random human you could pull off the street.”

“True, but we may also be able to couple the lower recoil with a shorter barrel for you. A smaller frame lends itself better to concealed carry, which you, as a slime, are especially well-suited for.”

“You mean like inside my chest?”

“For example.”

“I want the jumbo hand cannon. I’ve fit bigger in me. Clarke can vouch for this.”

Clarke grimaced, not sure what to say.

“I’m just making recommendations,” Ixia said defensively. “If you want the .44 Magnum, go for it. All I’m saying is I think you’ll like this gun better. You can try out these two and more before you pick one; there’s a range out back. We can rent the models we’re interested in and give them all a whirl.”

“Okay.” Sammy placed her hands on her hips. “Just so we’re clear on that point.”

“My turn, my turn!” Emma pushed her way forward. “What’s the gun for me?”

“Do you need one?” Clarke asked. “You normally hang back from the fighting.”

“I want one!”

“And she should be armed,” Ixia said. “Even if she tries to stay clear of danger, there may come a time when she needs to defend herself. Also, her ability to fly provides her with a number of interesting options, which is why I’m recommending she purchase two guns.”

“I get two?” Emma wore the second widest, dumbest, happiest grin Clarke had ever seen on her face. (He’d witnessed the first back when Hepatica had proposed he knock up one of her daughters.)

“I’m recommending another Model 686 loaded with .38 Specials to serve as your close quarters backup, but for your primary …” Ixia led them over to the rifle racks and pulled one off. “Take a gander at the venerable AR-15. Accurate, easy to use, and highly customizable. It’s called ‘America’s rifle’ for very good reasons.”

Ixia handed the weapon to the succubus, who held it against her chest, still grinning.

“No fair,” Sammy grumped. “Why does she get the rifle?”

“Because she’s not as tough as the rest of you,” Ixia said. “A long rifle allows her to hang back and provide support fire, and her ability to fly gives her positioning options regular humans can only dream of. That said, the bullets are clumped together in the magazine, which reduces the intensity of the spells I’ll be able to charge them with, but that’s a small price to pay. If she’s going to participate in combat, I can’t think of a better option.”

“This is perfect!” Emma exclaimed. “I’ll finally be able to contribute!”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” Clarke said. “You’ve been contributing all along.”

“Not like this!”

“As for our last team member …” Ixia turned to the angel.

“I don’t shoot guns.”

“Not even a weenie one?”

“I’m not a fighter.”

“Okay, then.” Ixia crossed her arms. “But maybe there’s a way you can still help out. Since both you and Emma fly, you could act as her spotter. She’ll want to operate at range, which means we need to hook her up with a good scope, and that means her view of the battlefield will sometimes be restricted to gazing through a roll of toilet paper. You could stick by her and keep tabs on the overall situation while she’s zeroing in on a target.”

“That I can do.”

“Come on!” Emma said, grinning like a fool. “When do we get to test these bad boys out?”

“As soon as I talk to Harvey,” Ixia said.
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Crack, crack, crack!

The kick from the Magnum rippled down Clarke’s forearms, but he held it in a steady two-handed grip, unloading all six shots into the twenty-five-yard pistol target in rapid succession. He opened the cylinder, shook out the empty casings, and slotted in a fresh six with a speedloader. He found the motion finicky and the twist that released the rounds unintuitive, but it was still faster than loading each round by hand.

He emptied another six rounds into the target.

“Nice!” Ixia said. “Your groupings are getting tighter. How’s it feel?”

“Not bad.” He adjusted his rental safety glasses, which were loose and had slid down his nose. “I expected more trouble keeping the barrel on target.”

“You’ve got Brooke’s shifter magic to thank for that. Your arms are absorbing the shock better than any regular human’s, and most demihumans’ for that matter.” She leaned close to him and spoke softly. “Speaking of which, I’ve got a question for you.”

“What about?” He set the revolver on the bench. Brooke, Emma, and Sammy continued to practice with their own targets further down.

“Come on, Clarke. Isn’t it obvious? You’ve got a real gift with your Power Graft ability, and I happen to be a witch.” She nudged him with an elbow. “Want to absorb some of my magic? I’m sure you’ll find it useful.”

“I, um, already did.”

“What?” She stared at him in disbelief.

“And yes, it was very useful.”

“When did this happen?”

“During the night we spent together at Studio Nightshade.”

“Come on! You’re pulling my leg. I’m a witch. No way I would have missed you casting a spell like that!”

“You were busy.” He cleared his throat. “Busy having an orgasm.”

“You cast it then?”

“That’s the only time I can.” He shrugged, not sure if he was apologizing or not. “So far, anyway.”

“You can only cast Power Graft during sex?”

“Yep, and not consistently either.”

“Huh.” Ixia regarded him with a curious expression. “This does put matters in a different light.”

“How so?”

“I was going to suggest you absorb some magic from Dahlia and Hyacinth. You remember them?”

“Your triplet sisters. I remember.”

“But now …”

“Kind of awkward.”

“You can say that again!” Ixia placed a hand on his shoulder. “Let’s file that one away for later.” She walked past him down the bench. “Weapons down, everyone! Let’s huddle up and review how we’re doing!”

Brooke, Emma, and Sammy set their firearms on the bench and joined Ixia and Clarke. Ashley walked up from her viewing post at the back, and everyone removed their ear protection.

“Okay, Brooke,” the witch began, “let’s start with you. How’s the pistol working out?”

“Honestly, I’m not sold on it. The gun works fine when I’m in human or hybrid form, but as soon as I change into a werewolf, my hands outgrow the handle, and my claws start getting in the way.”

“I see your point. Hadn’t thought of that.” Ixia lowered her head. “But don’t give up yet. Harvey’s done custom jobs before, so he may have a solution. We can ask him once we’re finished here. What about you, Emma?”

“I love America’s rifle! I want two!”

Ixia laughed. “One is more than enough, unless Ashley wants to join in.”

The angel shook her head back and forth in a slow, stern manner.

“Right. How about you, Sammy?”

“The popgun is fine, but I want to try the Magnum.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m a big girl. I can handle it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Look, I’m settling this right here and now. Clarke, you got a speedloader for me?”

“Right here.”

Sammy took the speedloader and stalked up to the bench. She took hold of the Magnum and reloaded it while everyone put their ear protection back on.

“Now watch this!” Sammy aimed the huge revolver downrange.

Crack!

“Wow! That’s some recoil!”

Crack! Crack! Crack-crack-crack!

The last three shots missed the target entirely. Sammy looked down at her wrists, which now resembled the bellows of two accordions, squashed back by the force of the gun.

Ixia winced. “I was afraid this would happen.”

“Fine,” Sammy huffed, setting the revolver back onto the bench. “I’ll stick with the popgun.” She shook her hands out, and they returned to their normal dimensions.

They cleaned up the range and returned the rental weapons and equipment to Harvey. When asked about Brooke’s problem, Harvey smiled and hustled down to his basement, returning with a customized Model 629 with an extended trigger guard and a reshaped grip. Brooke transformed, tested the feel of it in her clawed hand, and nodded approvingly. She switched back into her hybrid form, and they began putting together their order:

Two Smith & Wesson Model 629s (one with a custom grip), two Smith & Wesson Model 686s, an AR-15 with Vortex Optics 4x scope, ammunition, magazines, speedloaders, and shoulder harnesses.

“Don’t we have to go through a background check or something?” Clarke asked.

“I won’t tell if you don’t.” Harvey flashed a golden smile.

“Seriously? Just that easy?”

“Anyone working with the Greys gets special treatment in my store. Besides, how old are you, kid?”

“Twenty.”

“Legal age for handgun purchases is twenty-one in this state.” Harvey patted one of the revolvers. “You want to wait until your birthday for these?”

“I’d prefer not to.”

“Of course not. So, why don’t we skip that part, then? You’re working with the Greys, and that’s good enough for me.”

Harvey rang up the total, and Clarke brought out his debit card to pay for the lot.

“Clarke, I can cover this,” Sammy said, pulling out her wallet.

“I know you can, but we shouldn’t mooch off you. This is team business, and the team will cover this together.”

Harvey processed the order with a gold toothed smile and threw in a Bloat’s Bullets duffel bag free of charge to carry their purchases. They loaded the merchandise into the duffel, and Clarke carried it to Ixia’s car.

“I’ll work on prepping the guns and ammunition for your next job,” the witch said. “Should have the first batch ready sometime this weekend. I recommend everyone get in plenty of time at the range.”

Ashley harrumphed.

“Everyone except the angel.”

“Thank you.”

“But I’m serious. Practice all you can, and on top of that, it wouldn’t hurt to cross-train with each other’s guns. You may need to use one unexpectedly, and the worst time to be figuring out a new gun is in the middle of a fight.”

“Good advice,” Clarke said. “We’ll do just that. Thanks, Ixia. You’ve been a huge help.”

“Don’t mention it. See you in a few days!”


Eleven


Clarke met Ashley at her apartment early Saturday morning. He knocked politely on the door.

“You’re early,” came the cool response.

“Sorry?”

“The door’s unlocked. You can come right in.”

He cracked the door open and checked his immediate surroundings. Ashley was naked at her desk, wings out and broken halo glowing over her head, but her position didn’t place her within easy view of the public. He slipped inside and closed the door behind him.

“Good morning.” He pulled over a chair and joined the angel at her desk.

“Morning,” she replied, not looking up from the two grimoires open before her. A glowing orb hovered above, casting its clean white light over the rough pages.

“Anything interesting?”

“Quite a bit, actually, but it still paints an incomplete picture. Hepatica and I have managed to peel back the true grimoire’s Concealment here and there, but the underlying architecture of defensive spells is proving troublesome. We may need to create a magic circle—and a powerful one at that—if we’re to make any more meaningful progress.”

“Not surprising, given our past experience with Heinrich’s grimoires. I figured you two would eventually hit a wall. Anything the rest of us can do to help?”

“Not yet. I still have a few tricks up my sleeves.”

He made a point of glancing over her naked arms.

“It was an expression, Clarke.”

“Of course, though I’m wondering why you and Hepatica haven’t hit the book with the heavy stuff already.”

“Because we don’t know what spells Heinrich packed in here.” She patted the larger of the two grimoires. “If we approach its defenses too carelessly, we risk losing it entirely.”

“What? You mean he could have left a self-destruct spell on the book?”

“Something like that. A Fire or Immolation spell would certainly do the trick—burn it beyond recognition—so we need to be careful. The process we’re going through may be slow, but it lets us gauge the grimoire’s defenses more safely while also affording us a few tantalizing peeks into its contents.”

“Such as?”

“Remember the bone scepter mentioned in the decoy’s grimoire? Whatever it is, I’m convinced now that Heinrich both had possession of it and that it’s the reason for him coming to Chester Creek.”

“Huh?” Clarke sat back in thought. “But if he had this scepter already, why come here?”

“That’s far less clear. I’ve also come across references to the ‘Throne of Shadows,’ but that makes even less sense.”

“A Throne of Shadows? What’s that?”

“It’s a vampiric artifact, though that description hardly does it justice. To apply an analogy, imagine the precarious peace between the mage clans and vampires as akin to the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. Under that framework, the Throne of Shadows is the Tsar Bomba, the most powerful thermonuclear warhead ever deployed.”

“It’s a big deal, then.”

“Very. It’s the vampires’ ace in the hole, and one of the reasons why the mage clans would lose against them if open warfare were ever to break out. It’s also why the vampires have risen to power so successfully.”

“But what is it and what makes it so dangerous?”

“At its heart, the Throne is an arcane amplifier, the most powerful one ever built. It used to be a purely magical construct, but nowadays it’s more an amalgamation crafted from centuries of magical and technological experimentation. The results are nothing short of astounding. Use it to cast a simple Fire spell, and you could level a city. Cast something like a hex through it …”

“And you could brainwash the entire human race?”

“It’s more complicated than that, but you grasp the basic principle. The hexes and control spells vampires use to manipulate humanity aren’t so prevalent because legions of vampires cast them. Rather, we’re talking about a small cabal of elite pureblood vampires, the oldest and most dangerous on the planet. Ruthless and terrifying individuals who use the Throne to bend the collective knees of our entire world.”

“I can see why Heinrich would be interested. But why here? Why come to Chester Creek? The Throne isn’t stored in some secret bunker under the university, is it?”

“Surely not. I can’t explain Heinrich’s interest in CCU, but wherever the Throne is kept, the site will undoubtedly be well-fortified, and the Throne itself surrounded by defenses both modern and mystical. Elite d-hunters from the Academy of Silence must surely guard it day and night, backed by the strongest summons on the planet.”

“The Academy of Silence?”

“The clandestine training and command center for the vampires’ most lethal enforcers: the deviant hunters. I don’t know where it is either.”

“Sounds like the Throne of Shadows is a bit out of our league.”

“Just a hair.”

“But if we could reach the Throne …”

“Then we would have the means to upset the balance of power.” She gave him a careful look. “Theoretically.”

“Perhaps that’s what Heinrich was after. A way to reach the Throne and use it for his own ends. Maybe this bone scepter was a part of that, too, somehow.”

“We can only speculate.”

“Now I’m even more curious to learn what he wrote in his true grimoire. It may also be a good idea for us to try and locate Heinrich’s other lairs. He must have at least one more, if he stashed the bone scepter nearby.” Clarke looked over at the angel. “How do you know all this, anyway? About the Throne, I mean.”

“I …” She frowned suddenly. “I’m not sure.”

“You seem awfully well-informed on the subject.”

“I suppose you have a point there. Some topics I seem to grasp naturally, almost as if I’ve researched them in the past, despite not having any memory of doing so.” She shrugged helplessly. “Perhaps the Throne is one of them.”

“Does that mean the Throne is important to your mission?”

“I would take that as a given, since it’s the centerpiece of vampiric supremacy over the world.”

“I mean in a more specific sense. That maybe past-Ashley researched it just like Heinrich did, but with different goals in mind.”

“I really can’t say. Food for thought, I suppose.”

“And that brings up another question I had. About you specifically.”

“I’ll answer it if I can, but I make no promises.”

“Now, I don’t mean to pry here,” he said, holding up a hand, “but where do you get your money?”

Ashley blinked. “What do you mean? I have a checking account.”

“Sure, but where does the money in your account come from? As far as I know, you don’t have a job.”

“That’s correct.”

“And yet you can afford an apartment, a car, and our overpriced tuition with no obvious support structure. The rest of us have families to help us through our college years, but you’re all on your own as far as I know.”

“That’s right.” She gave him a slim smile. “Though I wouldn’t say I’m alone. I have you and the rest of Broken Fang.”

“Do you have help paying your bills?”

“No, I handle them on my own.”

“Then how do you do that?”

“I told you, with my checking account.”

“Which just magically has money in it?”

“I … don’t know?”

“Maybe past-Ashley set it up for you.”

“Maybe.” She stared off with a quizzical look, as if this thought had never occurred to her.

“Would you mind if I looked over your finances?”

“What for?”

“To try and figure out where your money comes from.”

“If you think that’ll help.” She stood up, which caused her perfectly rounded breasts to jiggle right in front of his face. “I need to start packing, anyway.”

“You haven’t packed yet?”

“I don’t have much in the way of possessions. The apartment came furnished, so all we need to drive over today are a few boxes.”

“Okay. How about I look through your records while you start packing? You good with that?”

“Sure. Let me grab my latest statement and write out my password info for you.”

[image: ]


Clarke spent the next half hour reading through old bank statements and reviewing her account online, but the exercise only served to confuse him further.

“Ashley? How long have you been on this plane?”

“Less than a year,” she called from the bedroom. “Why?”

“Your checking account was opened over two decades ago. Were you here before?”

“I suppose that’s possible.”

She walked into the living room, heels clicking on hardwood, dressed in a white sleeveless shirt with a plunging neckline and a pair of beige slacks. Her long golden hair was held back by her halo-turned-hairband. A cardboard box floated next to her and settled heavily atop the pile by the door.

“Is there a problem?” she asked.

“I’m not sure. You visiting Earth in the past opens up a whole can of worms I hadn’t considered.”

“Why’s that?”

“If you came here decades ago and that visit was part of your mission, then the people you interacted with may still be around: both allies and enemies.”

“That would make sense.”

“The problem is they’d recognize you, but you wouldn’t necessarily recognize them. If we’re talking about an ally, then everything’s fine. Happy reunion. Perhaps they’ll even agree to lend Broken Fang a helping hand. But if we stumble across one of your old enemies …”

“I see your point,” she said with a measured nod.

“If you were here in the past, would you have looked the same? Do angels even age?”

“I don’t … think we do?”

“That’s probably the best answer I can hope for under the circumstances.”

“I’m sorry, Clarke.” Her hairband darkened.

“Don’t be. You’ve got nothing to be sorry about.”

“I wish I could be more helpful. I really do.”

“Hey now.” He stood up and held her at arm’s length. “You didn’t bust your own halo.”

He lifted her chin with a gentle finger.

She gave him an unsure smile. “You’re right, of course.”

“Come on. Let’s get you moved into your new home.”

“Okay.” Her smile became genuine.

Clarke hauled the boxes out to his and Ashley’s cars. He’d brought his old junker for the extra trunk space, but that turned out to be unnecessary; he was able to fit most of the boxes in Ashley’s white Honda Civic and he could have squeezed the rest into the Z4’s passenger seat and diminutive trunk.

They drove over to the mansion together and then transferred the boxes to the foyer.

“This is a bit much, don’t you think?” Ashley said, fingertips gliding over a banister.

“Apparently, this is what passes for ‘room and board’ in the Eloise family.”

“Where is our resident slime girl?”

“Not sure, but I can guess.” He nodded toward one of the doors. “Come on. I’ll show you around as we look for them.”

They didn’t have to venture far, because the first place Clarke tried was the indoor basketball court.

A blood-curdling roar echoed down the hall. The double doors to the court flew open, and a pink blur splashed against the opposite wall. The vertical puddle spread across the wall—then snapped back into the shape of a naked pink humanoid.

“It is so on!” Sammy pulled off the wall with a sucking sound, but then paused and caught sight of the newcomers. “Oh hey, you guys! Time-out, Brooke!” She made a T with her hands. “We’ve got company.”

Brooke peeked her head out. Pale, chunky fluid dribbled down her chin, matting her fur.

“Hey, Clarke! And Ash, too!” Brooke stepped out into the open, her hulking werewolf form clad in a red-and-white jersey and shorts. Her entire front was splattered with a goopy mess.

“What happened to you?” Clarke asked.

Brooke pointed to the slime. “She made me throw up.”

“Not on purpose!”

Clarke cringed. “Does this happen often?”

“Sometimes, but she pays me back with steaks, so it’s okay.” Brooke grabbed a towel and began wiping down. “Her toxins hit hard.”

“Yeah.” Sammy shook her head wistfully. “It’s a shame vampires and so many of their summons can resist my ‘loving embrace.’ What’s a toxic girl to do? Anyway, can I have my underwear back? We have guests.”

“Sure.”

Brooke handed over a small black bundle, and Sammy shoved the articles into her chest. The clothing unfolded within her semi-translucent torso, separating into a bra and panties. The articles swam within her body until they emerged at the traditional locations.

Clarke stepped up to the doors and checked out the court.

“I see you’ve done a little remodeling.”

“It’s nothing fancy,” Sammy said. “All Brooke and I did was throw down a metric ton of padded rolls across the floor and tape more to the walls. Should keep the damage to a minimum unless we get crazy.”

“Which lets us have more fun,” Brooke added. “I didn’t want to scratch up your parents’ court by accident.”

“And it’s good practice.” Sammy turned back to Clarke. “Speaking of which, when do we get our guns? Emma’s coming over later, and we were talking about driving up to Bloat’s. I want to get comfortable with my peashooter.”

“Your ‘peashooter’ can fire .357 Magnums.”

“Yeah, but I’m loading it with the weenie rounds.”

“Still, I think you’re overstating your case. That gun’s nowhere near as puny as you’re making it out to be.”

“Power is relative.” Sammy gave him a casual wave. “Anyway, when do we get them?”

“Later today. I’ll pick them up from Ixia after we finish moving Ashley in.”

Brooke morphed into her hybrid form. “Will you be coming straight back here?”

“That’s the plan. Why?”

“Well, I thought you and I might enjoy the full moon tonight.” Brooke glanced away shyly. “After I clean up, I mean. I know I’m disgusting right now.”

“The full moon?” Sammy squinted at the werewolf. “What are you talking about?”

“What do you think I’m talking about?”

“Something’s up. I can smell it.”

“That would be the vomit.”

“No, there’s something else going on.” Sammy walked over to the towel rack. She grabbed her phone and checked one of her apps. “Girl, your sense of time is all messed up. According to this, we’re in the middle of a waning crescent. We’ve got over two weeks before the next full moon.”

“Not if I’m lucky.” Brooke glanced at Clarke with eager eyes.

“Luck has nothing to do with this. It’s the freakin’ moon! Orbital mechanics don’t care about your luck!”

“Or so you think.”

Clarke cleared his throat. “Perhaps we should all help Ashley get settled in?”

“I need to hit the showers first,” Brooke said. “I’ll help right after.”

“Guess that just leaves me.” Sammy led them back toward the foyer. “Wait until you see the spot I have picked out. Everything our resident angel could want: second floor balcony, easy access to the study, plenty of skylights for daytime reading. You’re going to love it.”

“Sounds wonderful,” Ashley said.

Ashley cast Telekinesis on one of the boxes, and Clarke and Sammy grabbed the rest. He didn’t even need his enhanced strength to lift his stack, since most of the contents were clothes. Together, they followed Sammy up the stairs and down one of the mansion wings to Ashley’s new rooms, where they dropped off the boxes.

“I’m going to make sure Brooke knows where to find us.” Sammy made for the door. “She still gets lost sometimes. Be back in a few!”

Sammy left the room. Clarke was about to follow her to give Ashley her privacy, but the angel grabbed his sleeve.

“Need something?” he asked.

“You could say that.” Ashley slipped her fingers behind his waist band and tugged him over. “I’ve been thinking, Clarke. Do you care about me?”

“Of course I do.”

“And I feel the same way about you, but I know I’m not very good at showing it.”

“That’s all right. You’re in a unique situation.” He gave her a warm smile. “We know you struggle sometimes.”

“That doesn’t mean I should accept the situation as it is.” She gazed up at him with her perfect blue eyes. “I want to fix this.”

“Fix what?”

“Let me try.”

She leaned forward to kiss him, taking him by surprise. At first, he thought she only meant to give him a soft kiss on the lips, a progression from the peck on the cheek she’d given him weeks ago, but when their lips met, he realized this was something far more intense and aggressive. Her hand found the back of his neck and her tongue slipped past his lips, exploring his mouth.

The presence of her magic exploded within his mind, bright and overwhelming. It blazed like the sun but with softness and control, shining without blinding, warming without scorching. He lost himself within her luminosity. Nothing else existed but her; she nullified all of creation with the intensity of her kiss, reducing unfathomable light years to two bodies desperate to become one.

Her arms encircled him, hands grasping at his shirt, tugging it upward, eager to explore his skin. He found his own arms doing the same, almost without thought, all his senses suffused with her light.

He kissed her, and reality appeared to stretch out before his closed eyes, transforming itself into a long tunnel, dark at first, but soon overflowing with sensation. Lights shot by, stretched by their speed, brilliant with all the colors of the rainbow. His mind blanked, unable to fathom her all-encompassing glory. A raging river of light flowed over his skin, numbing him, suffocating his mind with sensory overload.

His limbs turned to jelly, his eyes rolled back into his skull⁠—

—and then he passed out.
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He blinked his eyes open to find himself on his back with three lovely-but-worried faces staring down at him. The room faded in and out of focus.

“He’s awake,” Brooke said.

Sammy gave him a shake. “Say something, Clarke.”

His eyes met Ashley’s and he said the first thing to pop into his head.

“My God, it’s full of stars.”

“What’s he mean by that?” Sammy turned urgently to the angel. “Is he okay?”

“I think he just made a movie reference,” Brooke said.

“Ash, what’d you do to him?”

“I gave him a kiss.”

“You did a bit more than that.” Clarke began to sit up, but Brooke placed a hand against his chest.

“Easy. Take it slow.”

“I’m all right.” He sat up fully and rubbed his temples. “I think. My head feels like it’s been hit with a blowtorch.”

“This is all my fault,” Ashley said with a worried frown. “I thought one kiss would be safe.”

“Clearly, it wasn’t!” Sammy scolded.

“Well, now we know,” Clarke groaned, massaging his eye sockets. He lowered his hands. “Seems all we need is for Ashley to kiss the vampires to death.”

The angel frowned more deeply, and her hairband darkened to a dull gray.

“Sorry,” Clarke said, wincing as he held his head. “That was in poor taste. Can someone grab me an ice pack?”

“Sure thing.” Sammy dashed out of the room.

Brooke and Ashley helped Clarke to his feet, then guided him to the side of the bed.

“How do you feel?” Brooke asked.

“Okay. I’ll feel better once the room stops spinning.”

“I’m sorry,” Ashley said, sitting down beside him.

“I thought we agreed to keep things platonic between us. You know, on account of the possibility I’d die if we slept together.”

“It’s hard to explain.” The angel rested a hand on his thigh. “I was looking at you, and suddenly I felt this deep yearning to be closer—almost akin to an ache. Almost … nostalgic. I know I shouldn’t have, but it made sense to me in the moment. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“I believe you, but perhaps we should approach this matter more cautiously next time.”

“You’re right, of course.” Ashley patted his thigh and stood up.

“I’ve got your ice!” Sammy waved a blue ice pack as she entered the room. She wrapped it in a hand towel and gave it to Clarke.

“Thanks.” He planted the ice pack against his throbbing temple. “Ahh. That’s the stuff.”

Sammy sat down, crowding one side of Clarke with Brooke on the other.

“Perhaps we should give Clarke some peace and quiet,” Ashley said. “And I’d like to see the rest of the mansion. It also wouldn’t hurt for me to set up a few Wards to defend the property from casual snooping.”

“No problem.” Sammy rose from the bed. “One grand tour coming right up.”

The celestial and slime girl headed out of the room.

Brooke draped her arm around Clarke.

“No full moon?”

“Not the way I feel right now. Besides, I need to head out and pick up our guns.”

“Okay.” Her ears drooped and she gave his shoulders a squeeze. “When are you leaving?”

“Just as soon as the room stops spinning.”


Twelve


Clarke’s headache was gone by the time he reached the Greys’ home. Ixia greeted him at the door, dressed in a comfy black hoodie with arcane symbols down each sleeve, black jean shorts attractively abbreviated in pre-ripped hems, and black pre-ripped stockings. She led him down into the basement where their firearms and ammunition were laid out on the main table.

“Behold!” she said with a grand flourish. “Your new arsenal!”

“They look the same to me, but I know looks can be deceiving. Walk me through the enhancements?”

“Of course!” She picked up the Magnum with the standard grip. The cylinder was open and empty, and the hammer was down. “For starters, I’ve applied Muffle to all your guns, which cuts back on the noise they make. It doesn’t turn them silent, but that’s not what we’re aiming for.”

“If they’re not silent, then what’s the advantage?”

“Threefold.” She held up one finger. “First, to make them more user-friendly. Firing this bad boy in an enclosed space—a vampire’s lair, for instance—is a recipe for permanent hearing loss. We don’t want that. Now, granted, Brooke’s ears will heal on their own, and your Sanguine Shield protects your eardrums along with the rest of your body, but there are still scenarios where a reduction will come in handy.”

“Such as if Emma is with us,” he said, nodding. “What about Sammy?”

“She doesn’t have eardrums in a conventional sense, and what she does have won’t be damaged by noises this loud.”

“Got it.”

“Point Number Two.” Ixia held up another finger. “Any reduction in noise will make your actions harder to detect, even if it doesn’t turn you into a monster-slaying ninja. A small benefit, to be sure, but it’s there.”

“Is that a thing? Modern day ninjas?”

“You’d be surprised. Some of the Japanese mage clans go hardcore.”

“I can imagine,” he said with a laugh.

“Lastly, I added an enhancement of my own design to the Muffle spell. It alters the speed of sound within a limited radius, which can make it seem like you’re farther away than you actually are. This also counters police ShotSpotters or any similar tech that uses triangulation. Sure, they’ll pick you up on their microphones, but between the reduced volume and the inconsistent sound propagation, they’ll be dead wrong about where you actually are.”

“Nice! You came up with this yourself?”

“Impressed?” She held the gun upright, trigger finger outside the guard, and tilted her head.

“You bet. You clearly put a lot of thought and care into this, and I’ll take any edge I can get.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.” She set the Magnum back on the table.

“What else do you have for us?”

“Your first batch of enchanted bullets.” She gestured to three speedloaders. Each bullet had the word BREAK written on the casing in permanent marker. “I’ve gone with Break, which is a solid, general-purpose debuff. It’ll soften the hide of anything you tag. Makes their bones brittle, too. Combine that with blowing big holes in them, and whatever you’re up against will be in for a bad day.”

“Good! Better them than me.”

“I could have charged them with Agonize or Cripple or any number of more specialized spells, but my guess is you’ll find Break more useful in a wider set of circumstances.”

“Break should do fine. I trust your judgment. How many do we have?”

“Twelve for you and Brooke, and six for Sammy.”

“Sounds like a solid start. What about Emma?”

“I focused on her primary weapon for now.” Ixia placed a 20-round magazine next to the speedloaders. “This is only half-full, and the bullets are loaded with a weaker version of Break, but it should still prove effective against plenty of foes.”

“Will firing charged bullets affect the Muffle spells?”

“Ah, you’ve been paying attention!” Her face lit up. “Good question, and you’re right. The spells do interfere with each other. However, Muffle is a relatively stable spell. Unlike Break, it’s not being held back; it’s essentially always on. It’s also the only spell I’ve placed on the guns themselves. That makes applying it less complicated and enhances the stability. However, the different spells will grate against each other over time, so it would be a good idea for me to inspect your arsenal every so often. Say, once every three months. Maybe more often if you’re shooting lots of baddies.”

“Understood. Anything else before I head out?”

“You’re leaving already?”

“What can I say? The ladies are excited about their new guns, Emma and Sammy especially. Don’t want to keep them waiting.”

“Want me to come with you?”

“That’s all right. I wouldn’t want to impose on your time. You’ve already helped us out a ton. We can take it from here.”

“You sure?”

Something about Ixia’s response triggered the part of Clarke’s brain he thought of as the “Pay Closer Attention, You Dumbass” section. He regarded the young witch more carefully.

“Why?” he asked after a brief pause. “Did you have something in mind?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” She glanced down at the table and rubbed a finger across the woodgrain. “I thought we could hang out or something?”

“Hang out. As in …”

“Like we did last time.” She looked up at him, then stepped closer and laid her hands gently on his chest. “Only more laid back because we don’t have obligations to fulfill.”

“You realize I’m in a committed relationship. Three of them in fact, and sort of four, depending on your perspective. That last one’s complicated.”

“Clarke, I’m a witch,” she said with a pleasant laugh. “I got pregnant as part of the family business, and I’m carrying your kid. Do you really think you dating a few demihumans is going to bother me? I like you and … and I’ve missed you.”

“Well, when you put it like that …” He gave her a wan smile. “Would you mind if I made a phone call first?”
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“When can we expect you back?” Sammy asked as soon as she answered the phone. “Me and the girls want to spit some lead.”

“Yeah, about that.” Clarke glanced back at the Grey house from beside his car. “There’s been a complication.”

“What? Is Ixia not finished?”

“No, the guns are ready, but Ixia would, um.” He sighed. “Ixia would appreciate it if I stayed longer. Also, I think I would like to stay longer as well.”

“What for?”

“To ‘hang out,’ as she puts it.”

“You mean like a date?”

“Or something less formal.”

“Can you drop off the guns first? My trigger finger is itching.” Her last few words grew quieter, indicating she’d pulled away from her phone. “Hang on. Emma keeps making the ‘hand over the phone’ gesture.”

Clarke waited. The phone rustled as it exchanged hands, followed by:

“You magnificent stud!”

“Hello, Emma.”

“So, Ixia’s not satisfied with the free sample. Honestly, who could blame her?”

“It was hardly free.”

“You know what I mean.” The succubus giggled. “Oh, I’m so excited for you!”

“I figured you would be. Any reason I should tell her no?”

“Are you kidding me?”

“It just feels important for me to check.”

“Clarke, don’t you worry about us. We’ll drive over and pick up the guns ourselves and then have a ladies’ night at the range. In the meantime, you and Ixia go relax and enjoy yourselves. You hear me?”

“Loud and clear.”

“We’ll be over shortly.” Her voice suddenly became low and husky. “Just be ready to spill all the juicy details afterwards. Later, Sexy!”

“Later.”

He pocketed the phone and headed back inside.

“So?” Ixia asked, trying and failing to hide her nervousness.

“Good news. I’m officially free for the rest of the evening and would very much like to spend it with you.”

Her face lit up.

“The ladies will drop by shortly to pick up their gear. They’re going to have an impromptu ladies’ night at the range.”

“Nice! I like their style!”

“And as for us, what did you have in mind?”
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Ixia led him up to her room, which made Clarke wonder if she intended to skip all preambles and get straight to business. He’d been in her room before, albeit briefly, and no business had taken place back then. The secluded space was much the same as he remembered it, built into part of the attic with light leaking through a dormer window with blackout blinds.

The walls were covered with posters featuring a variety of gaming franchises: Starcraft, Resident Evil, League of Legends, Silent Hill, and plenty more. The bookshelf was packed with figurines and box set exclusives, including a life-size model of the plasma cutter from Dead Space, and her gaming station was the most impressive he’d ever seen—though he noticed something curious this time.

She had a second station on her desk. This one looked newly installed, its cables not yet routed cleanly or wire-tied down like the other one.

Ixia opened her closet and pushed her hanging clothes aside, revealing even more shelves built into the back. These were stuffed to the point of overflowing with computer and console games, so many she’d tossed away the original boxes and transferred the discs to media storage binders.

“I hear you like games,” she said, running her hand lightly across a row of binders, each one categorized with a printed label.

“You heard right.” He stepped up to her collection, pulled out a random binder and opened it. This one contained a wide variety of classic real-time strategy games.

“Care to chill with some games, then?” She smiled slyly at him. “Then, perhaps, we can chill in a different way later.”

“Sounds like an awesome way to spend an evening,” he replied, returning her smile. “Which game did you have in mind?”

“That’s up to you. You’re my guest. Why don’t you pick?”

“I’d be happy to, but where to even start?”

“Why don’t you start by telling me what you enjoy playing? Chances are I have it or something similar. And bear in mind, I have more games than just what you see here. Nowadays, I buy most of my games digitally, but I still keep my old ones in case the mood strikes me. That, and I don’t feel like rebuying them just for the convenience of a digital copy.”

“Makes sense.” He closed the binder and slid it back in place.

“So, what’s your jam?” Ixia leaned against the open closet door.

“All kinds, though I have a fondness for RPGs.”

“I have plenty of those, but the genre isn’t really pick-up-and-play friendly.”

“Yeah. Good point.” He pulled the RTS binder back out and began flipping through it.

“Also, a word of warning. I’m a little, uh”—she shrugged bashfully—“competitive.”

“I’m not surprised. I remember the first time we met, how you mentioned you wanted to break into esports.”

“And I probably would have by now if the leader boards weren’t swarming with elves.” She crossed her arms with a huff. “Stupid elves sucking all the oxygen out of the room.”

“I thought you had potions that helped you compete against demihumans with fast reflexes.”

“I do, but a habit like that can get expensive. Also, any time I spend brewing potions for myself is less time practicing. Plus, my mom doesn’t approve of me using the basement for anything but family business. She makes it a point to give me an earful every chance she gets.”

“I see.” He flipped to the next storage sheet.

“Anything catch your eye?”

“Not yet, but how about Starcraft II? I know you play that.”

“Yes, but …”

“Not in the mood?”

“It’s not that, Clarke. It’s just, I play that one professionally. Have you played it before?”

“A few times.”

“What’s your leaderboard rank?”

“There’s a leaderboard?”

“Right. Okay.” She rested a sympathetic hand on his shoulder. “I’m a grandmaster, which places me in the top two hundred in the Americas. Granted, I’m on the low end of that scale, nowhere near the level I need to be to compete professionally, but that still means if we play, I will destroy you.”

“You wouldn’t go easy on me?”

“I’d try, but it wouldn’t end well. See, I’d go easy on you at first, but then my competitive itch will kick in. The red haze will come down and I’ll turn into the gaming version of a berserker. The next thing you know, I’m teleporting battlecruisers into your main base while you’re still struggling to remember the controls.”

“That doesn’t sound fun.”

“Sorry. It’s a mental illness.” She gave him a helpless shrug. “All I can do is live with it.”

“Perhaps a cooperative game would be better?”

“Now, you’re onto something.”

“Anything in particular you enjoy relaxing to? Something you play just for the joy of playing?”

“That’s easy. I’m big into Capcom’s Monster Hunter franchise, and I especially love Monster Hunter: World. That’s been my chill game for years! I must have over a thousand hours in it by now.”

“I’ve never played a Monster Hunter game.”

“You haven’t?” Her eyes widened in shock. “Clarke, you are missing out!”

“Then why don’t we fix that? We can spend the evening playing World together.”

“Awesome! Which weapon do you want to main?”

He blinked at her. “I’m sorry, what?”
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Ixia already had Monster Hunter: World loaded on both her setups, so they were able to dive into the game right away. She coached him on the basics of the fourteen—fourteen?!—weapon types he could pick from while he navigated the story’s introduction and tutorial segments. He thought he was playing it safe when he told her “I’ll go with whatever you use,” which was a decision he regretted almost immediately.

Ixia mained the Charge Blade, a complicated and difficult device that featured a transforming sword and shield. Between managing his elemental phials, charging his sword, charging his shield, trying to figure out how to keep his overheated blade from bouncing off the enemy, triggering elemental discharges, entering into savage axe mode, and messing with whatever the hell a “guard point” was, all while juggling his clutch claw and slinger ammo, Clarke’s brain felt like it was on the verge of a meltdown for the second time that day.

“I swear I’m fighting my own weapon more than the monster.”

“Maybe we should start you off with a more beginner-friendly weapon.”

“Please!”

They eventually settled on the Greatsword for him, which fit better into his “hit monster until monster stops moving” preferences. He began to find his groove with the game soon after. They played for several hours, with Ixia joining his hunts from her own computer. He thought he did well for a while, until he had to face an angry pink dinosaur with flammable nasal congestion which ended up flattening him three times.

“Don’t worry about it,” Ixia said. “Anjanath is considered the first wall in the game. He gives a lot of beginners a hard time. You want to try again?”

“Actually, I wouldn’t mind if we took a break for a bite to eat.”

“Well, there’s plenty in the fridge. How about I whip us up some turkey subs?”

“That’d be great.”

Ixia sliced up a loaf of French bread and toasted it in a pan with a dash of butter. She added turkey, provolone, shredded lettuce, tomatoes, pickles, banana peppers, onions, and topped it all off with salt and pepper, olive oil, and a generous helping of mayonnaise. They ate their subs together at the kitchen counter, the house surprisingly quiet for a change.

“Where is everyone?” Clarke asked.

“Mom took my sisters out on a job. It’ll take all day, and they plan to catch a movie afterward.” She leaned closer, her warm forearm pressing against his. “We have the whole place to ourselves.”

“I see you thought of everything.”

“I like to be prepared.”

“I’m getting that feeling.” He smiled at her. “You certainly put a lot of thought into how to help us out. Any idea when we’ll have our next job?”

“Hard to say. These things can be a bit sporadic. The family business seems to swing between feast and famine, never a happy middle.”

“Speaking of the family business, you’ve surprised me. I thought you’d push back when your mom saddled you with us, but you’ve really taken to the task.”

Ixia frowned and looked away.

“Sorry,” he said. “Did I hit a nerve? I didn’t mean to.”

“It’s not that. I just … Mom has been trying to convince me to give up esports for a while, and what you said hit close to home.” She let out a long exhale and set her sub down. “Can I confess something to you? Just between the two of us?”

“Of course. It won’t leave this room unless you want it to.”

“Thanks.” She rested both hands on the table and seemed to gather her thoughts. “I’ve been thinking about quitting esports.”

“Why?”

“For a lot of reasons. Mom keeps trying to yank me deeper into the family business, and this whole thing with your kid and now managing your jobs just compounds that further. There are only so many hours in the day, and I only have so much energy, you know?”

“I understand what you mean. None of us can do it all.”

“Exactly. And I guess it’s starting to dawn on me that I can’t be this great esports player and a competent witch at the same time. I need to pick one or the other, and this is a decision I’ve been putting off for far too long.” She looked over at him, her eyes almost pleading. “Clarke, what do you think I should do?”

“That’s a difficult question, and I’m not sure if there’s any one right answer. I know you’re passionate about gaming, but I look at what you’ve done with our guns—especially your custom Muffle spell—and I see a similar enthusiasm there. You really do enjoy being a witch.”

“I’d be lying if I said the same thought hadn’t occurred to me.”

“What does that tell you, then?”

“That I’d be happy with just being a witch.”

“Would you also be happy if you could only be a professional player? If you gave up on being a witch entirely?”

“I don’t know. Probably not.”

“Then, maybe, being a witch is the more important of the two.”

“You could be right, Clarke. Maybe … maybe I’ve been fooling myself this whole time.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. It’s natural for us to struggle with the big choices, like what to do with our lives. Some people never figure that out.”

“You haven’t struggled. You’ve embraced your heritage wholeheartedly.”

“That’s different. Some days I feel like I’m on a speeding train, the victim of choices made before I even knew they existed. All that’s left now is I either accept the destination I’m barreling toward or I try in vain to resist it. I’ve chosen acceptance.”

“Is it really that different for me and the coven?”

“Of course it is. You still have a choice.”

She nodded slowly. “I know, and it’s one I need to get serious about, but I think, deep down, I know which path I should pick. That I want to pick.” She gazed up at him with glistening violet eyes. “It’s the one that brings me closer to you.”

He placed a gentle hand under her chin, lifted her head ever so slightly, and bent down to kiss her.
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Clarke laid Ixia down atop her bed’s checkered sheets. He pulled down the hoodie zipper at her throat, revealing her soft, slender body and pert breasts clad in a lacy black bra. He gripped her waist and slid his hands upward until they encompassed her breasts, spreading her hoodie in the process.

“I’ve missed you,” she said, her words a simple exhale of desire.

“You hold a special place in my heart,” he said, fingers tracing down across her belly. “I love all the women in my life, you included, but there’s more to it than that when I gaze at you. We share something special, a first for both of us. That bond is unique.”

“For the moment. I’ve seen how they look at you.”

“Who knows what the future holds?”

“I must seem so plain to you, though.” She rested her head to the side, her white hair tousled about. “Nothing more than a common girl. No wings or tail or furry ears.”

“You’re still so beautiful.” He turned her head back until her eyes met his.

“Don’t say it with words.” She brought his hand back to her breast and made him squeeze. “Say it like this. Let me feel your love as well as hear it.”

“Then I will. I’ll show you how beautiful you are.”

“Yes!” She pulled him close. They kissed, their hands exploring each other, tugging and unfastening the nuisance layers between them. She unbuttoned the front of his shirt, and he pulled his arms out and tossed the garment aside. She then sat up, shedding her unzipped hoodie before reaching back to unclasp her bra.

The cups fell and her breasts bobbed freely, nipples hard and erect. He leaned her back again and suckled one nipple, playing his thumb across its twin. She gasped and bit her lower lip, back arched, her pale skin flushing fiercely with the heat of her desire.

She ground her hips against him, desperate for more, for the feel of him inside her aching sex.

“I’ve been stewing in my juices all day,” she breathed. “I’m so wet I can hardly think straight anymore. I want you—need you inside me. Please, Clarke. Don’t make me wait for this any longer.”

“Then I won’t.”

He unfastened the button at the top of her jeans, pulled down the zipper, and then tugged it and her panties down her legs. She pulled one leg out and shook the garments off the other, almost contemptuously. As if they were an affront to her very existence. Clarke removed his pants and stood before her, naked and hard as a rock.

She laid back and spread her legs. “Show me without words.”

He guided his tip to her sex, sopping and flush with anticipation. He pressed in against that first barest inch of resistance, and then popped past it and slid inside her.

“Yes!” she hissed through her teeth.

He bore into her body, stretching her out, filling her up. Gifting her with all he had. She trembled as he gripped her narrow hips for leverage, continuing on, pressing in toward their inevitable conclusion. She squealed with delight and bit her own finger to cut it off, her eyes steamy, locked with his.

He bottomed out in her, and she squeaked with delight.

“God, there’s so fucking much of you!”

He smiled down at her⁠—

—and then began rocking in and out, slow at first but gaining speed, each thrust harder and firmer than the last. Her breasts shuddered. Her chest heaved. She grabbed the sheets and twisted them, as if desperate for anything to anchor herself to as he pounded her deeper into the bed.

She opened her body to him, legs and arms spread, and her magic opened with them. He sensed the change in her, like a flower spreading its petals, but this flower contained the burning center of an inferno, the revving engine of a hot rod.

The awe-inspiring power of an Ashen Flower.

He gazed at her—at the real and the mystical—and both seemed to stare back at him, the twin gazes longing for him, reaching toward his own dual bodies.

Her magic touched his, not the other way around, and their powers mixed to become rushing eddies shot with vibrant power. The lightest caress of her magical heart filled him with ethereal vigor, but this joining of power transformed his world into the nuclear core of a star.

Ixia cried out under him, shaking—almost convulsing—with pleasure, and then she collapsed like a puppet with its strings suddenly snipped, reduced to nothing more than a panting ruin on the bed.

But despite her exhaustion, the magical side of her still embraced him, their powers mingling, swirling, chasing after each other, both seeking something without understanding the purpose behind their pursuit.

He drove deep into her, grunting with release as he filled her, and then twitching in the pleasurable afterglow of their lovemaking. Their magics finally parted, and a piece of her came free, marking the ethereal him. Hot and solid and pulsating with energy.

Like a brand in his mind. But painless, almost pleasant in its intensity.

He didn’t know what it was or what it could do, but he sensed its power as assuredly as he felt the witch’s body beneath his.

He lowered himself to her, their sweaty chests meeting, and he kissed her full on the mouth. She kissed him back, eager and hungry despite her exquisite exhaustion. They parted, leaving a thin, clear line between their mouths that popped away.

“I felt you!” she said, both excited and breathless at the same time. “I felt you inside me!”

“Of course you did,” he replied with a chuckle.

“Well, yes, that.” She gave him a coy smile, but then her eyes brightened. “But I felt your magic, too! This time I sensed you trying to connect with me, and I reached for you, trying my best to help. Did it work?”

“You better believe it. I’m not sure what I gained this time—I’m still learning to control this spell, so the results are random—but I know for certain you’ve given me another gift.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” She giggled and planted a quick kiss. “I like being helpful, especially where you’re involved.”

He slipped out of her and settled his body down beside her. She turned onto her side and stroked his hair, gazing into his eyes.

“That’s it,” she said. “I’ve made my decision.”

“About what?”

“My future. I’m going to be a witch, the very best I can be. I’m going to take the coven seriously, as I should have all along, and do everything I can to help you and the rest of Broken Fang.”

“You sure about that? You don’t have to abandon your dream on our account.”

“You’re absolutely right. I don’t have to.” She leaned in and planted a soft, sensitive kiss on his lips. “But I want to.”


Thirteen


Clarke joined Emma for lunch that Monday in the CCU food court. She slid a boxed meal over to him, and he opened it to the savory aroma of yakisoba noodles stir-fried with chicken, carrots, onions, cabbage, all prepared in a drizzle of Worcestershire sauce.

“What would I do without you?” he asked.

“Gorge yourself on junk food?”

“Too true.” He took a bite, then closed his eyes to savor her cooking. “Your homecooked meals always hit the spot.”

“I’m glad you like them.”

“Sorry I didn’t get to see you yesterday.”

“That’s all right.” She gave his hand a quick pat. “I know you’re getting pulled in a zillion directions all at once.”

“Tell me about it. I feel like a pinball sometimes.”

“It’ll be easier once we’re all moved into the mansion.”

“Which I’m very much looking forward to. When’s it our turn to move, anyway?”

“This weekend as long as nothing major hits. Like, say, a job from the coven.”

“Yeah, that would take priority.” He took another bite of noodles.

“Speaking of which, have you figured out what you gained from Ixia?”

“No, and I spent a fair chunk of Sunday trying to get it to fire. It’s like … I don’t know. It’s sort of like that brain knot I had after my first time with her. The one that ended up boosting my Sacrifice spell.”

“I remember you telling me about that.”

“It’s different this time, though. More like a symbol glowing at the back of my mind.”

“Did you try combining it with Sacrifice?”

“I started with that. Nothing. Even that original knot is gone, replaced entirely with this symbol.” He sighed. “I figure out one mysterious piece of magic, only to have it replaced with another.”

“Maybe ask Ixia about the symbol? She might be able to identify it. It comes from her magic, after all.”

“Good idea. I’ll do that. Now that I think about it, I probably should have started there, but Brooke and Sammy wanted to help uncover this new power.”

Emma flashed a wry grin. “Were they trying to help, or did they just want to spar?”

“The latter, I suppose, and two-on-one at that.” He rubbed his neck. “Man, those two worked me over.”

“After which, you worked them over.”

“You heard about that?”

“We girls like to compare notes.”

He chuckled and shook his head.

“Though, sometimes my curiosity can backfire,” Emma added.

“How so?”

“The thought of you having your way with Brooke and then Sammy?” Her hand slipped down between her legs suggestively. “You know what that does to me. I had to dig deep before I could fall asleep last night.”

“I’ll try to spend more time with you this week.”

“Thanks.” Emma flashed a quick smile. “But all teasing aside, you don’t have to worry about me.”

“I wouldn’t be a very good lover if I didn’t worry about you, now would I?”

“I know, and that’s one of the reasons why I love you, but I’m wired differently than a human girl. The bigger your harem gets—and the more we ladies bond—the happier I am, even if it means I see less of you.”

“Is that what we’re officially calling it now?”

“I don’t see what else we should call it.”

“Hmm.” He scratched his head, then took another bite. “Speaking of you ladies bonding, did you enjoy your evening at the range?”

“Oh, hell, yes!”

“Brooke and Sammy had a similar reaction, though a bit more subdued. Ashley, on the other hand …” He furrowed his brow. “Not sure why she went along.”

“Me neither. All she did was lurk in the corner and stew, as if her eyes would eventually melt down our guns.”

“Not to sound dumb or anything, but can she do that?”

“I don’t think so.” Emma shrugged with her eyebrow. “Good thing, too. Guns are expensive.”

“Tell me about it.”

She nudged him. “But don’t think for a second I’d turn down a second AR.”

“I’ll keep that in mind when Christmas rolls around.”

They ate in relative silence until both were nearly finished with their meals.

“Feels like something else is on your mind, Clarke.”

He sighed, then nodded slowly.

“Yeah. Been thinking about something Ixia told me. Did you know she wanted to go into esports professionally?”

Emma shook her head.

“Well, she did. Probably still does. She originally asked me to keep quiet about this, but then she decided this Saturday to give up on that career path. She’s been telling everyone about it, including her mother, so the cat’s officially out of the bag.”

“Why’d she decide to quit?”

“So she can become a better witch. She realized she didn’t have enough time and energy to do both well, so she decided to pick one. And you know what else? The reason she chose witchcraft is because of us.”

“‘Us’?” Emma asked in a probing manner. “Or you?”

“The latter. Anyway, does this all sound familiar to you?”

“You mean how we’re all still going to college instead of focusing on Broken Fang?”

“Yeah.” He blew out a breath. “Ixia told me I’ve embraced my destiny, but I really haven’t. I’ve still been playing this game with one foot in the door and the other outside, ready to bolt. As if going back to my old, ignorant life in still an option.”

“Aren’t you being too hard on yourself?”

“I don’t think so. I need to get serious about Broken Fang—more serious than I’ve been—and really commit to it, you know?”

“Do you mean to quit college?”

“Not yet. We still don’t know why Heinrich was interested in this university or why he brought the bone scepter—whatever the hell that is—with him. With that in mind, it makes sense for all of us to remain students, but I plan to cut my hours wa-a-ay back next semester.”

“I see.” Emma sat back, a sly smile on her lips. “Keep up the appearances as a college student, use that as cover, but pour the majority of your time into Broken Fang.”

“Exactly.”

She nodded, her smile becoming almost proud now. “Sounds like just what we need. Count me in. I’ll cut my hours back as well.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“And I’ll talk to the others, get them to do the same.”

“Come on, Emma. That’s not what I’m suggesting.”

“Maybe, but it’s what will happen. Do you believe for one second that Brooke won’t leap at the chance to follow your lead?”

“Well …”

“Or would Sammy place her art classes above killing vampires, given what they did to her family? And let’s not forget Ashley and the dual majors she pretends to pursue.”

“Well, when you put it like that …”

“Clarke, you’re not just my lover. You’re my leader. We all know it. We all feel it. So, if you tell us this is how we can best serve Broken Fang, then you better believe we’re going to leap into action. Yes, we’re a team. Yes, we all contribute, but like it or not, you’re the only one among us who has what it takes to be a leader. The team is pulling together, and it’s pulling together around you.”

“I … guess you’re right.”

“You know I’m right.”

He gave her a reluctant nod.

“So,” she continued, “let me talk to the others. If one of them has an objection, I’ll let you know, but I don’t expect any pushback. You’re right that we need to get more serious about Broken Fang—all of us—and this just goes to show how you’re leading us by example.”

“I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

Her eyes seemed to laugh. “Aren’t you glad you have me around to point these things out?”

“Glad for this and so many other reasons.”

She laughed out loud this time.

His phone vibrated, and he checked it.

“Ashley’s calling.” He put the celestial on speaker. “Hey, Ashley. I’m here with Emma.”

“Good, I was hoping to catch both of you. You at lunch?”

“Just finishing up. What can we help you with?”

“I just got off the phone with Hepatica. She’d like to see all five of us at her home tonight.”

“All of us? What for?”

“To coordinate our next play with Heinrich’s true grimoire. She says we’re ready for a more aggressive next step and, after discussing it with her at length, I’m forced to agree with her.”

“Sounds like you took some convincing.”

“I did, but who can blame me? An ink wraith spat out of the last book.”

“Good point. What time?”

“Six. Can you make it?”

He glanced over at Emma, who nodded.

“We’ll be there,” he said.
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All five members of Broken Fang met in the Greys’ basement at six. Clarke had expected Hepatica and Ixia but was surprised when Hyacinth and Dahlia attended as well. Ixia and her sisters all shared the same slender builds and love for gothic clothing, though their hair differentiated them at a glance.

Dahlia had retained her platinum blonde hue, sharing the coloration with her mother, though she’d styled her hair short and wild, almost like an open flame. Hyacinth had gone for twin braids that spilled over her bare shoulders, dyed black with only a single streak of blonde through the left braid. The three sisters excelled at different magics as well, with Ixia as their support specialist, Hyacinth possessing an affinity for defensive spells, and Dahlia being more of the set-everything-on-fire sort.

“Hey there, Clarke.” Dahlia gave him a sassy head tilt with a hand on her hip. “Been looking forward to seeing you again.”

Hyacinth gave him a bashful little wave with her fingers.

“Dahlia. Hyacinth,” he replied neutrally, not sure what else to say to the two young witches.

“Oh, and you remembered our names, too. What a gentleman!”

“A-hem.” Ixia gave Dahlia a shove with her hips, but her sister only giggled as she regained her balance.

“Thank you, everyone, for coming on such short notice.” Hepatica pulled out the chair at the head of the table. “Please be seated, and we’ll get straight to business.”

The Grey triplets took their places along one side of the table, and Broken Fang sat along the other with Clarke positioned at the opposite end from Hepatica. The table had been prepared with refreshments: pitchers of coffee and water, a tray piled high with chocolate chip cookies, cups, sugar and cream packets, paper plates, and napkins. It was a far warmer arrangement than he was used to from Hepatica, and perhaps spoke to how she viewed them as partners now instead of clients.

“I understand you wish to discuss Heinrich’s true grimoire,” he said.

“I do.” Hepatica settled into her chair and nodded to Ixia. The young witch opened a manila folder already on the table and handed the stack of sheets to Dahlia, who passed it down the line, each person taking one sheet.

Clarke took his and handed the stack to Emma. He studied the diagram, though perhaps “tried to study” would have been a better way to describe his efforts. The sheet was a copy of a hand-drawn diagram, layered and annotated in great detail with a poorly-illustrated book at the bottom.

“Oh, my.” Emma’s eyes widened as she glanced over her copy.

“Yes, I know,” Ashley said softly.

Clarke waited for everyone to receive their sheet, then looked up at Hepatica.

“My apologies for the ignorant question, but what are we looking at?”

“A visual representation of the defenses around the true grimoire, as Ashley and I currently understand them.”

“You really think there are seven spells at work here?” Emma asked.

“We do.” Hepatica set her sheet down and pointed at the top layer. “We’ve identified Concealment as the outermost spell—which we expected, given how the grimoire appears blurred most of the time. There’s also a Summon Ink Wraith spell tucked underneath it. Very well-hidden, too. I doubt we would have caught it without your prior experience.

“Underneath that is Far Sight, which should prove harmless since Heinrich is dead, and I very much doubt he gave another vampire access to the spell. No one will snoop on us, should we trigger that one.”

“So far, everything matches up with the decoy’s grimoire,” Clarke said. “What’s underneath that?”

“Immolate.”

“A self-destruct measure?”

“We don’t believe so. The spell appears primed to burst outward, incinerating anyone near the book.”

“Ouch.”

“But you’re probably right that a spell further down will destroy the book if we’re not careful.”

“That’s five spells so far. What about the other two?”

“We don’t know,” Ashley said, leaning in. “They’re occluded by the rest of the magic. We can’t reach them until we deal with the other layers.”

“And we can’t do that,” Hepatica added, “unless we’re prepared to counter all of the spells in one go.”

“There must be some way to open it safely.” Clarke set his sheet down. “Heinrich wouldn’t have his book setting his lair on fire every time he wanted to leave a note.”

“Yes, but his …” Hepatica smiled thinly, “magical password, if you will, died with him, and I don’t see him as the type to leave the opening spell on a note stuck to his monitor.”

“We’ve reached the limits of what we can divine with minimal risk,” Ashley said. “Now it’s time to consider more dangerous measures.”

“Which is where Broken Fang comes in, I take it,” Clarke said.

“Precisely.” Hepatica knitted her fingers. “I’ve designed a magic circle to strip the book’s defenses one layer at a time. A seven-point circle.”

Emma goggled at the witch, as did her daughters.

“Seven foci?” Ixia asked. “Where are we going to get that many mages? Are we dragging another family into this?”

“We don’t need outside help,” Hepatica replied smoothly. “The four of us will handle this, alongside Ashley, Emma, and Clarke.”

“Makes sense to me.” Clarke gestured down the Broken Fang side of the table. “The three of us have some experience cracking Heinrich’s spells.”

“It wasn’t pretty last time,” Emma admitted, “but we managed.”

“And this time you’ll have us at your side.” Hepatica smiled confidently. “Sure, the task is far more formidable, but so are we as a whole.”

“What about me and Brooke?” Sammy asked.

“Ah, yes.” Hepatica tapped her sheet. “There’s a very good chance one of the bottom spells is another summon. We need to be prepared in case it or the ink wraith slips loose.”

“Beat monster down if monster gets out.” Sammy nodded. “We can do that.”

“Hell yeah, we can!” Brooke flashed a toothy grin, her fangs glinting.

“What do you expect will happen when we activate the circle?” Clarke asked.

“We’ll draw the spells out one at a time,” Hepatica explained, “isolating and neutralizing them. My daughters and I will perform this task, though you should know the circle has a finite capacity for this. You can think of it as a sort of magical sump or grounding wire. Once it’s reached its limit, the rest of the defensive magic may spill out into the open. When that happens, we’ll be relying on your team to neutralize any threats.”

“Clarke,” Ashley said, turning to him with an elbow on the table, “I’ve reviewed the circle specifics with Hepatica. Her plan has my endorsement. It’ll be tough, but we both believe we can make this work.”

Clarke nodded and picked up the diagram, its layers and symbols now making a great deal more sense. He didn’t understand the particulars, but he trusted Ashley’s judgment.

He set the paper back down and looked up, surprised to find the entire room watching him, waiting, perhaps nervously in some cases. It took him a moment to realize why. The witches and the ladies of Broken Fang weren’t telling him what they were about to do.

They were presenting the plan to him, submitting it for his approval.

They were looking toward him as a leader. Or perhaps, in the case of Hepatica, an equal partner. The entire purpose of this meeting was to convince him, and it would be his vote that decided whether they went through with this plan or not.

He nodded once again, more to himself than the rest of the table.

The ladies want me to be their leader, he thought. Time to start acting like one.

“Hepatica, if Ashley has endorsed your plan, then I’m confident it’s a good one. I absolutely trust her judgment in matters of magic.”

The celestial smiled at his praise, and her hairband brightened.

“Emma, how do you feel about participating in this circle?” he asked.

“I’ve never been involved in magic this complex, but I believe I can handle it.”

“Good to hear. Brooke, Sammy? You two ready to bash in some skulls should things go south?”

“Always,” Sammy said, and Brooke nodded, her ears upright.

“Then it’s settled.” Clarke turned to Hepatica. “We’re in.”

The room’s tension seemed to melt away, and even Hepatica smiled without her usual edge of frost.

“I’m pleased to hear it,” the senior witch replied. “Any thoughts on where we might craft the circle? Not to put too fine a point on it, but I’d rather spare our basement from any mishaps.”

“I can appreciate that, and I believe we have a suitable location.” Clarke glanced around the Broken Fang side of the table. “The abandoned steel mill?”

“Perfect,” Ashley said. “We can even use the remnants of our last circle as a base.”

“There’s one point I’d like to raise,” Ixia said. “I know you’re all itching to test out your new guns, but I recommend you keep them holstered if you can. There’ll be a lot of us working together in close proximity, and some of us are squishy.”

“A very good point,” Clarke said. “Ladies?”

“You’ll get no complaints from us,” Sammy said. “Safety first.”

“With your permission”—Hepatica nodded to Clarke—“Ashley can show me the site, and we can begin work on the circle.”

“Of course. The sooner the better.”

“I’ll also start brewing a round of mana boosters for everyone,” Ixia said. “It wouldn’t hurt for us to hedge our bets on this one.”

“Do we have enough ingredients for all seven of us?” Hepatica asked.

“No.” Ixia frowned. “We’re out of seeded nectar, but we still have an open contract with the Quigleys.”

“Then why don’t you pay them a visit? Clarke, you’re welcome to join her if you like. The Quigleys are good friends of ours, and it wouldn’t hurt for them to meet you, now that you’re working so closely with us.”

“Good idea. I’m in.”

Ixia’s frown deepened.


Fourteen


Ixia gave Clarke the address for the Quigley home. He picked her up in the Z4 the next evening, and they passed through winding back roads before coming to a large, wooden arch. The words Quigley Farm—All Organic Goodness were painted in vibrant green next to a cartoonish cornucopia spilling out fruits and vegetables. The setting sun was a blaze of orange to the west.

“They’re farmers?” he asked.

“Yup.”

“You don’t sound happy about this.”

“Sorry.” She shifted in her seat, staring out the window. “Billie Quigley can be a bit … peculiar about how we do business. Especially when it comes to nectar.”

“I’m not sure what you mean by that.”

“You’ll see soon enough.”

They took the gravel road into the property, cutting between fields of pumpkins, strawberries, raspberries, and kale before arriving at a quaint brick building next to two large red barns. His GPS told him this was the place.

He parked the roadster next to a Chevrolet Silverado heavy-duty pickup.

“Let me make the introductions,” Ixia said.

“No problem. I’m the new guy, after all.” Clarke slipped his hands into his pockets. A scrap of paper crinkled against his fingers, and his eyes perked. “Oh! Hold up. Almost forgot.”

He pulled the folded paper out of his jeans.

“What’s this?” she asked, taking the paper and opening it.

“I was hoping you might tell me. After I used Power Graft with you, I’ve had this symbol in my head. Now, granted, I’m not much of an artist, but I drew it the best I could, hoping you might know what it is.”

“Hmm.” Ixia tilted her head one way, then the other. Finally, she flipped the entire sheet. “I’m not sure, but this looks like the base rune for Boost.”

“That’s a spell?”

“Yeah, and it’s one I’m particularly gifted with.”

“Makes sense for me to gain it from you, then. How’s it work?”

“Boost doesn’t do anything on its own. Instead, you cast it in conjunction with another spell to enhance the effect. The downside is the combined spell can be expensive to cast, so you need to choose the right combo.”

“Sounds very similar to what happened during my fight with Heinrich. I used your magic to supe up my Sacrifice.”

“Did the magic resemble flower petals?”

“Yes. Blood-soaked ones.”

“Which makes sense for how our combined magics might visualize themselves.”

“Any thoughts on why I can’t trigger it now?”

“Not sure.” Ixia regarded the paper with a frown. “I’m wondering if you’ve encountered a metastable element caused by our two base architectures clashing.”

He chuckled and glanced down.

“What?” she asked. “Did I say something funny?”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it. Just, could I have that in English, please? For the guy still getting his feet wet in the occult?”

“Right.” She gave him a bashful shrug. “Sorry! I’m just so used to talking with my sisters about these things.”

“No, no. It’s perfectly fine. I know you’re trying to help.”

“What I mean is there may be some friction between our two magics. It sure sounds like you absorbed the Boost spell from me, but casting it is a whole other matter. My magic is fueled by the mana my body naturally generates, whereas your blood magic siphons away a portion of your own life before converting it to mana. That difference may be what’s causing you difficulty.”

“Okay, I think I understand. But then why don’t I have any trouble casting Fly? Why is Boost different?”

“The version of Fly you absorbed from Emma is actually an ability, not a spell. It doesn’t consume mana—or very little of it, anyway—and it interacts with the body at a fundamentally different level. You can think of the difference as burning calories instead of mana.”

“Okay.” He nodded thoughtfully. “Then, if I need mana to cast Boost, but my body doesn’t produce the stuff, how do I make the spell work?”

“Not sure.” She folded the drawing and handed it back to him. “Blood magic experts aren’t exactly common in the mage clans.”

“Don’t I know it.” He stuffed the drawing into his pocket.

“Let me give it some thought. Maybe ask a few discreet questions. I’ll get back to you when I have something.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it.”

She gave his butt cheek a loving rub. “For you, anything.”

They walked up to the door, and Ixia hit the buzzer. The porch light switched on less than a minute later, and the door swung open.

Clarke wasn’t sure what to make of the man who greeted them. His skin was lima bean green, somewhat like an orc’s, but between his short stature, affable face, and generous potbelly, there was nothing imposing about him. His eyes were the gold of amber—translucent and slightly luminous—and his expansive brown beard resembled a thicket of tiny branches. He smiled when his eyes landed on Ixia.

“Miss Grey, a pleasure!” He opened the door fully and beckoned them inside. “Your mother let me know you’d be stopping by today. Please, come in! Come in!”

“Thank you, Robert.”

“And who might your strapping friend be?”

“This is Clarke. He’s a warlock who recently started working with our coven.”

“A pleasure, sir!”

“Likewise, Mr. Quigley.”

They shook hands, and Robert’s palm was moist and sticky. Clarke forced himself not to grimace, though he did wipe the hand on his pantleg when the farmer wasn’t looking. They followed him into a comfortable living room with a tweed corner couch across from a wall-mounted television.

Robert dropped into a well-worn divot and picked up a beer from the end table. Clarke sat down with Ixia on the opposite end.

“So, what can we Quigleys do for the Ashen Flowers?”

“We need seeded nectar for another job,” Ixia said.

“More already?” Robert stroked his long, bristly beard.

“It’s a reasonable request. Payment for one of our contracts is still open. The plague locust job, specifically.”

“Yes, yes. I remember.” He took a swig of his beer and set it down. “You really saved our butts on that one, and we Quigleys pay our debts. How much do you need?”

“Seven fluid ounces. As soon as possible.”

“Almost a whole cup?” Robert whistled. “You’re asking a lot.”

“We wouldn’t be here if we didn’t have a pressing need for it. And, not to put too fine a point on it, but we are entitled to this amount in payment for past services.”

“I know, I know.” Robert pushed off the couch with a groan. “Let me go tell Billie the bad news. Be right back.”

Clarke waited for the green man to disappear around the corner.

“Ixia?” he whispered.

“Yes?” she whispered back.

“What species are they?”

“The Quigleys? They’re dryads. Plant people.”

“Ah.” He nodded. “Got it.”

Robert returned promptly. Clarke twisted around over the back of the couch.

“Billie will be down in a few minutes.” He grabbed his beer off the end table. “If you need anything, just holler.”

“Thank you, Robert,” Ixia said. “I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

Robert left, and it was more than “a few minutes” before another dryad stepped into the living room. Clarke had to catch himself before his eyes bugged out.

“Good evening, Billie,” Ixia said smoothly. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Wish I could say the same.”

Billie Quigley was not what Clarke had expected. He knew that “Billie” was sometimes applied as a girl’s name, but he’d never met a woman with the name before, and Billie was all woman.

She shared her father’s lima bean skin and amber eyes, but her long, wavy hair was a rich cascade of mossy green. She stood before them, a petulant hand on her hip, barefoot and wearing the tightest pair of cutoff shorts he’d ever seen. She’d left the top button undone, and the rest hugged her so closely he feared they’d burst off.

Her flannel shirt was even worse in some ways, with a single button holding in her massive chest. He didn’t see any evidence of a bra underneath.

If that button comes loose, he thought, it’s taking someone’s eye out in the process.

“Seven ounces?” Billie asked with an angry shake of her head and a twangy accent that might pour a man a glass of sweet tea as much for hospitality as to drown him in it, should he say the wrong thing. “What the hell?”

“It’s a reasonable request.”

“And I suppose you need this, like, right now.”

“The sooner the better.”

“Typical!” Billie let out a huff, then turned to Clarke. “And who are you?”

“J.B. Clarke.” He rose from the couch, which brought him into full view. “I’m a⁠—”

“Oh, wow.” Billie’s mouth hung slack, and her eyes grew both wider and brighter in a way that suggested she definitely put Clarke on the hospitality end of her sweet tea spectrum. “Just … wow! What a meal you are!”

“Excuse me?”

The dryad bit her lower lip, still drinking him in with her eyes. “Oh, Ixia, you shouldn’t have.”

“It’s not what you think. He’s just here for introductions.”

“Say, Clarke?” Billie pointed eagerly back into the house. “Mind helping me harvest the nectar?”

He began to open his mouth, his first instinct being to say “yes,” but Ixia cut him off before he could.

“No,” the witch said abruptly. “He wouldn’t.”

“Oh, but Ixy! Just look at him!”

“The answer’s no, and don’t call me that.”

“I feel like I missed an important memo here,” Clarke said.

“Can I take your picture?” Billie slid her hand into a back pocket and struggled against her tight curves until she yanked her phone free. “Just a few?”

“Um.” Clarke glanced to Ixia, who waved at him like this was both expected and no big deal. He gave the dryad a shrug. “Sure?”

“Yes!” She gestured toward an empty section of the wall. “Now, stand there and look masculine.”

“Okay?” He didn’t know how to take her instructions, so he stood casually by the wall.

“More masculine! Let me see those yummy biceps!”

He wasn’t sure what was going on here, but he rolled up his sleeves and flexed his arms.

“Yes, like that!” She pressed a button on her phone, and he was pretty sure he heard the photo app rapid-firing new pictures into memory. “Delicious! Okay, now Ixia, you join him.”

“Do I have to?”

“Come on. You want this nectar or not?”

“Fine.”

Ixia stood up and joined Clarke.

“Good! Now Clarke, grab her breasts from behind.”

“What the hell are we posing for here?” he replied. “The cover of a bodice ripper?”

“You know, that’s a good thought!” Billie pointed at him excitedly. “Roll with it! You’re Fabio and you’re about to rip her clothes off!”

“Ixia?”

“Just do what she says. This is better than the alternative.”

“I don’t see how it could be.”

“Trust me on this one, Clarke.”

“If you say so.”

Clarke pulled Ixia in close and, as instructed by both women, gripped the sheer cloth over her breasts as if he were about to tear open her shirt.

“Oh my God, yes!” Billie took another series of pictures, then hunched over her phone and swiped through the results. “Yeah, I can work with this. Give me, say, thirty minutes and I’ll have your nectar.”

She jaunted out of the room, her breasts bouncing exuberantly.

“Ixia?” Clarke asked once they were alone. “What the hell was that all about?”

“Welcome to the strange world of Billie Quigley,” was all she would say.
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They ended up waiting a full hour before Billie not so much walked back into the room as swept in, almost as if she were lightheaded.

“Whew!” The dryad leaned against the wall, her cheeks a brighter green than before. “That was a lot of work! Thanks for the assist.”

“Any time,” Ixia replied dryly. “Now, about our nectar?”

“All right here.” Billie placed a mason jar on the end table. It was a quarter full of a honey-like substance. “Took two sessions to harvest, but I did it! Even ended up with a little extra.”

“Thank you, Billie.” Ixia took the jar and checked the fill level. “Looks like seven and a half, maybe eight ounces. Good work. I’ll make sure the contract is updated accordingly.”

“Oh, it was nothing.” Billie made a shooing gesture at the witch. “And as for you, you scrumptious hunk—you can join me for the harvest any time you fucking want!”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Clarke wasn’t sure what else he should say.

He and Ixia left the Quigley household and sat down in the Z4 before any words were exchanged.

“Well,” Ixia said, almost as a sigh. “That was less awkward than I thought it would be.”

“Less awkward?”

“At least I don’t have cramped fingers this time.”

“Cramped …? Would you mind explaining what all that craziness was about?”

“This here, good sir”—she raised the mason jar—“is fresh dryad nectar.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Dryad nectar?”

“The seeded variety, which females of the species produce. You can see them as little darker specks. The male equivalent contains pollen.”

“Then you mean to tell me she was …”

“Pleasuring herself while we waited? Yes.”

“And you didn’t think to tell me?”

“Why act so surprised?” Ixia flashed a crooked smile. “You once paid us with your sperm, or have you forgotten?”

“I most certainly have not!”

“Well, this is more or less the same thing. Dryad nectar is a very useful ingredient for potions, but it doesn’t have much of a shelf life. That’s why we need to go to the source regularly. Enter our relationship with the Quigleys.”

He shook his head. “Unbelievable.”

“Anyway, let’s head back home. I should brew our potions right away, so they’ll be as potent as possible.”

“Okay, but the next time a job requires us to produce fap material for someone, maybe give me a heads up?”

“Deal.”

He started the car and was about to put it into drive when a question sprang urgently into his mind.

“Wait a second. If this was less awkward, then what the hell happened last time?”
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They were halfway back to Ixia’s home by the time she opened up about “last time.”

“So, Billie swings both ways,” the witch began. “She prefers guys but doesn’t mind the occasional dalliance with the ladies.”

“Don’t tell me you⁠—”

“No, no. Nothing like that. I don’t swing that way, and I can assure you I derived no pleasure from the task, though I imagine other people could if we’d made a video.” She leaned her seat back and stuck her legs out. “Billie was in a foul mood that day and basically told me ‘If you want it, Ixy, then come and get it!’ So, I went in and got it. Manually.” She flexed one of her hands. “You have any idea how hard it is to get a dryad off when she’s in a bad mood?”

“No, and why would you even ask me that?”

“Took forever to finish her off. I lost count of how many times I had to switch hands.”

“Glad we got away with just the pictures, then.”

“Told you. Less awkward.”

The sun had set by the time Clarke pulled up to the Grey home.

“I know it’s late,” Ixia said, climbing out of the roadster, “but mind giving me a hand with the potion brewing?”

“Not at all. I’d be happy to help.”

He followed her into the basement. The house was quiet except for the occasional boom of a subwoofer coming from the rooms above.

“So, ‘Ixy’ isn’t a nickname you like?”

“I don’t mind if you call me that, but Billie hasn’t earned the privilege.” She flexed her hand again. “Not after last time.”

“Which do you prefer?”

“My full given name.”

“Got it. Then that’s what I’ll keep calling you.”

She smiled over her shoulder at him and walked up to one of the potion-making workstations. The witch started by measuring out one fluid ounce of dryad nectar into each beaker, setting them aside in a neat row, and then collecting ingredients from the shelves.

“Looks like we have enough for eight batches, so we’ll brew a spare.” She organized the glass jars into another row and delegated some of the preparations to Clarke. He worked his way down the row, readying eight bowls with the specific quantities of each ingredient. Most of the jars contained some kind of powder or liquid with a metering device already inside, which made his task relatively easy.

He filled each bowl with the specified mixture: dragonkin scales, powdered shifter teeth, two strange ingredients labeled as “Sun Dust” and “Sun Water,” another called “Coven Salt,” along with brown sugar, maple syrup, and vanilla extract, which were kept separate.

“Are we brewing a magical potion or baking a dessert?” he asked at one point.

“Some ingredients I include to make the decoctions more palatable,” Ixia explained. “Otherwise, they’d taste like ass, and we don’t want that.”

She took one of Ashley’s feathers out of another jar, then cut eight barbs off the shaft and placed them in individual bowls before returning the feather. She grabbed two pestles off the shelf and handed one over.

“Time to start grinding. The finer the better.”

They ground the contents of each bowl into a consistent paste, after which Ixia transferred each batch to the beakers containing the dryad nectar, added water, and placed them atop lit Bunsen burners. She let the contents boil for several minutes, occasionally stopping the process to test them with tiny strips that resembled litmus paper but with runic characters that appeared when the strips changed color.

“Looking good!”

She let the decoctions boil for several more minutes, then removed the heat and transferred the contents to vials. They mixed in the sweeteners before stoppering each vial. The result was gray, cloudy, and unappetizing, but Ixia seemed pleased.

“Nice work, Clarke! I bet you’d make a great warlock.”

“Thanks, but I’m a little busy figuring out this whole blood magic thing.”

“I’m only teasing.” She handed him one of the vials. “Here. For you.”

“What’s this for?”

“We only need seven for the circle, and I don’t have cramped fingers because of you. Consider this a private thank you from me.”

“But this is a mana booster, right? Will it even work on me?”

“It will. Part of how your blood magic operates is the life force you spend gets converted into mana, which is why mana boosters still work on you. It simply affects you at a different stage in the process.”

“Seems I still have a lot to learn.”

“But you’re getting there. Now, a few notes about the decoction. It’s good for a short burst of enhanced magic. No more than thirty minutes. Also, like the nectar we added, it doesn’t have much of a shelf life. You’ll notice a significant drop in potency a month out, and two months out you might as well toss the thing. It’s use it or lose it, so make sure you drink up before it goes bad.”

“I’ll remember that. And thank you, Ixia. I really appreciate this.”


Fifteen


Ashley and Hepatica finished the magic circle late Friday, and everyone headed for the abandoned steel mill early Saturday morning. Clarke drove Emma there in the roadster. He passed the dilapidated guard kiosk and broken gate to the parking lot, then dodged around the few small trees that had taken root through cracks in the asphalt and parked next to the long row of cars and trucks.

“Looks like everyone’s here,” Emma said, stepping out of the vehicle. He popped the trunk, and they grabbed their weapons and holsters.

The building looked like a place that had once formed the backbone of a thriving steel city, but now lurked as a barren, rusted shadow of itself, the kind of place people would come to do crimes and get tetanus. The sheet metal walls of the main enclosure were mostly intact, but many of the windows had been busted open long ago. The skeletal remains of covered walkways connected the central structure with smaller satellite buildings and silos.

Clarke walked in through a wide gap in the exterior where one of two doors had fallen free. Its neighbor swung precariously on a single hinge, creaking in the brisk morning breeze. The rising sun had yet to banish the chill of the previous night.

The interior consisted of an expansive concrete floor with walkways cutting across overhead and broken skylights letting in more of the morning gloom. Twisted metal junk, huge pipes, overturned carts, and old broken machines cluttered the space, but most of that had been pushed or hauled to the sides, leaving the center relatively clear.

The largest, widest magic circle Clarke had ever seen glowed across the center, so strongly he’d sensed its pulsating potential before he entered the building. It was complex, too, shot with layers of vines and flowers around a bizarre skeletal architecture of gold and solid light. The design itself consisted of many concentric, runic rings broken by a seven-point star tipped with beeswax candles set in tall vigil glasses.

Hepatica, all three of her daughters, and Ashley stood in a rough arc around the circumference. Brooke and Sammy waited a few paces back, fully in their werewolf and slime forms respectively. Brooke wore her Magnum in a shoulder harness, while Sammy’s firearm floated as a vague shadow within her chest.

Heinrich’s true grimoire sat in the heart of the circle, resting there, deceptively inert.

“Are we late?” Clarke asked.

“Nope!” Ixia replied. “You’re right on time.”

“We can start whenever you’re ready,” Hepatica said.

“Then let’s get to it.”

Hepatica nodded to Ixia, who handed out the mana booster vials.

Clarke popped the cork on his and gave the vial an experimental sniff. It didn’t smell like ass, at least.

“Bottoms up?” he asked.

Everyone drank their decoctions. The flavor wasn’t wholly unpleasant, and the sweeteners performed an acceptable job of masking the bitter, earthy undertones from the other ingredients, all chased by a sour aftertaste. The fluid settled in his stomach, and a subtle warmth spread through his body, like the effects from ingesting alcohol but without the buzz.

“Positions, everyone.” Hepatica sat down within a small ring of runes at one of the seven tips.

Her daughters spread out around the circle, and Clarke took an open slot beside Ixia. Emma and Ashley spread their wings and knelt atop the two remaining positions. The angel’s hairband levitated off her head, freeing her blonde locks as it transformed into an incomplete golden halo.

He opened himself to the circle, trying his best to relax, to accept the unnatural drain he knew was coming. The last time, he’d felt almost like a dog whose master had given his leash a sharp tug. His entry into the circle had been abrupt and forceful, but this one felt different. Softer, almost polite, yet still climbing toward the same intensity.

A red aura glowed around him, and snaps of lightning crackled across his limbs.

“The circle is formed,” Hepatica said, eyes locked on the book. “I will now begin to peel away the first layer.”

Clarke experienced a brief jerk as the circle drank in more of his magic. He resisted the pull at first, but then overrode his instinctive reaction and forced himself to relax, to accept the needs of the circle. The runes around him burned brighter, developing an almost carmine hue.

The book shuddered, and snaps of green energy arced from it.

“I’ve encountered the first layer,” Hepatica announced. “An intricate Concealment spell. Pulling it back now.”

The green energy flowed into the runes around Ixia.

“I have it,” the young witch said, “but it’s too complicated for me to dispel. We need to break through the other layers first.”

“As we expected.” Hepatica nodded slowly, never taking her eyes off the book. “Hold it for now. I’ll proceed into the next layer.”

The book rumbled and rocked, sitting upright for a moment before it juddered around. Lightning arced from the spine to the circle, and energy flowed into the runes around Hyacinth.

“A Far Sight spell,” Hyacinth reported. “I can’t dispel it either until we’ve made more progress.”

“We’ll keep peeling it away, piece by piece,” Hepatica said. “Here comes the next one.”

The book snapped open, and its pages turned as if caught in a powerful wind. Black words fountained upward, free of the paper, curling about each other to form a nascent tornado above the circle.

“Oh, no you don’t!”

Dahlia rose to one knee and stretched out her hand. Words like INTRUDER and RAGE and KILL swirled toward her arm. They swung behind her, spiraling down until they sank into the runes around her. These glowed with a black, malevolent energy.

“Damn, you’re a feisty one!” Dahlia shouted over the roaring gale.

“Do you need help?” Ixia asked.

“I’ve got this one, sis! Give me a moment!”

Dahlia spread her fingers, siphoning words from the book faster than before, her eyes harsh, jaw locked. A brief flash of falling petals appeared around her, and then something in the grimoire snapped free, and her magic vacuumed the rest of the words into the runes around her.

“Whew!” Dahlia wiped her brow and sat back down. “Summon Ink Wraith contained!”

“Keep a close eye on that one,” Hepatica said. “We don’t want it breaking loose.”

“Yes, Mother.” Dahlia rolled her eyes. “I’m glad you pointed that out. Otherwise, I would have left the circle for a smoke!”

If Hepatica heard her daughter—and Clarke couldn’t see how she hadn’t—the senior witch gave no indication. She remained laser-focused on Heinrich’s grimoire and the task at hand.

“Approaching the fourth layer. This is where it gets tricky. Be ready for anything.”

The book split open, and lightning crackled between its pages, arcing toward Dahlia.

“It’s a Triplicate spell!” Hepatica warned. “It’s going for the ink wraith!”

“Oh, shit!” Dahlia exclaimed. “Don’t let it touch me!”

“I’ve got it!” Ixia rose partially from the circle, though the glowing runes around her seemed to drag her down. She reached for the book, and the crackling energy bent in the air toward her. “It’s too much! It’s going to break free!”

“I’ll help!” Hyacinth sat up as well and extended both arms. The bands of energy split, shedding green sparks as the runes around the two witches sopped up the spell.

“Can you hold it?” Hepatica asked urgently.

“I think—” Ixia gasped. “I don’t know!”

The weight of the grimoire’s evil pressed down on Ixia and Hyacinth. Their shoulders sank. Their arms shook from exertion. They grimaced at the book, both women almost snarling with effort.

“We can’t hold it!” Ixia cried.

“I’ll help!” Clarke gathered his arcane strength, but Ashley cut him off.

“No, I’ve got this!” Her halo glowed fiercely. “Clarke, we need you ready if a monster breaks free! Let us handle this!”

Ashley extended a firm hand toward the book. What she may have lacked in witchly technique, she made up for with raw angelic power, and the flows of arcane energy came to heel in the runes around her.

“Here comes layer five!” A single tear traced down Hepatica’s face, her eyes painfully wide as she watched the book. “I can’t delay it any longer!”

The book flopped about violently, slapping hard against the invisible barrier formed by the innermost circle. Wind rifled through the pages, back and forth, before settling on an elaborate diagram near the center. The book came to rest on its back, open, and the symbols on this page blazed like liquid fire.

“It’s the Immolate spell!” Hepatica shouted. “Quick, contain it!”

“I’ve got this one!” Emma’s wings flexed like two huge webbed hands, and she held out her open palms. The liquid fire radiated outward, only partially contained, and the air grew hot. Emma drew the magic toward her, and it sank into her circle of runes.

Hepatica gasped and collapsed forward onto one hand. A tear of blood left her eye, heavy droplets splattering the circle.

“Here comes another one!”

“Got it!” Ashley siphoned the spell into her runes.

An ethereal wind howled around them, hot and dark and angry, raging against the restraints.

“It’s a Boost spell!” the angel reported. “It’s trying to combine with Immolate, but I’ve got it!”

“We can’t contain many more spells!” Ixia warned.

“We’re six deep!” Emma replied. “We can do this!”

“No, we need to pull back!” Dahlia cried, straining to hold the magic around her at bay.

“We need to keep going!” Ashley’s halo shone like the sun as she successfully wrangled the latest spell.

“We don’t have much choice,” Hepatica said, panting, her voice quieter than the others but no less alarmed. “The last one’s coming whether we let it or not.”

“I can take this one,” Clarke said.

“No, I will!” Ashley replied.

“You can’t keep this up forever!”

“I can keep it up long enough!”

Ashley spread her feathery wings, and the green magic swirled around her, smoking and hissing wherever it touched. She winced and squeezed her eyes shut, but she kept drawing the magic toward her. Smoke rose from her clothing as the magic burned holes through it.

“It’s an Acid Storm,” she struggled to say. “I’ll contain it.”

“Ash, your clothes are smoking!” Emma exclaimed. “Let me help!”

“I can take it!”

“Ash!”

“I said I can take it!”

The angel rose to her feet, the air rippling around her, manifesting as ghostly ropes dragging her down. But she was stronger than them, and she straightened her back and lifted a defiant chin. The ghostly echoes became clearer, sparking with green energy, but she held her pose stiffly.

She clenched a fist and slammed it into the concrete. The force of her blow carried the book’s magic with it, banishing it to her circle of runes.

She let out a slow, relieved breath, until⁠—

“There’s another one coming,” Hepatica said, almost too calm, given the line of blood down her cheek.

“An eighth layer?” Dahlia snapped. “You said there were only seven!”

“I was wrong.”

The spell exploded out of the book, too fast for any of the witches to catch, and its dark energy shot straight for Ashley. Emma reached out, slowing its advance, granting Ashley a brief second to ready her defenses. Emma’s face twisted with effort, and her outstretched hand trembled before the spell broke through, slamming into the angel.

The force of the magic blew Ashley out of the circle, and she hit the concrete hard on her back, wings splayed. She began to get up, but the damage was done. The spells locked in her runic circle—Triplicate, Boost, and Acid Storm—all broke free at once, combining with this new spell to form a singular blast of green that threatened to bubble up from the floor.

Clarke didn’t know what all that magic would do, but he leaped into action nonetheless, rising to his feet and clearing the space to Ashley’s circle in a single stride. He cast Sanguine Shield and dove atop the percolating magic. Red sparks flashed across his body, and he landed on top of the circle.

He had only a brief moment to contemplate the life choices that had led him to this point before the spell detonated, blasting him upward like a flimsy piece of balsa wood. He smacked hard into the roof, leaving a Clarke-shaped dent in the sheet metal that snapped with red energy, before he tumbled to the ground.

His shield fizzled in a shower of red motes, and he cast Fly to break his fall.

“Shit, Clarke!” Sammy exclaimed. “Are you okay?”

“I—I think so.” He patted himself down, hovering just above the circle. He seemed to still have all his bits. “My shield must have taken the brunt of it.”

“Did you know you could survive that?”

“Didn’t have a clue.”

“Here comes another one!” Hepatica cried.

“Oh, give us a break!” Clarke spat. “Heinrich, you fucking overachiever!”

“Clarke, it’s a summon!” Emma shouted. “We can’t hold it!”

“Then let it out!” He snapped his thirstblade into existence. “That’s what we’re here for! Brooke, Sammy, you ready to bust some heads?”

“Ready!” they replied in unison.

The grimoire lifted into the air and bent back on itself, its pages fanning out. A gray mist plumed out in all directions, hissing like the wind with a cadence that sounded deceptively like laughter.

“It’s a living mist!” Emma shouted.

“Bring it on!” Clarke tried to recast his shield, but the explosion had taken too much out of him, and the spell only triggered a few errant zaps across his clothing.

Pages exploded out of the grimoire, more than it could possibly hold between its covers. They branched out in two thick arches, widening even as they began to fold into diamond shapes and stick together. They formed themselves into two giant demonic wings made of paper scales.

The wings flapped, and the grimoire broke free of the circle. Another flap, and it lifted itself through one of the broken skylights.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Clarke recast Fly and shot after the winged book. He slowed to a hover above the abandoned steel mill and spotted the creature fleeing across a blanket of deciduous treetops.

He sped after it.

The book flapped its paper wings, gaining speed, even as Clarke closed with it. He drew his thirstblade back, ready to clip its wings, but the creature turned and fired a volley of pages at him.

A rain of razor-edged paper slashed at him, cutting through his shirt and across his skin. He wiped at his cheeks and inspected the smear of blood, reminded once again that his Sanguine Shield was down.

A rifle shot split the air, and Clarke turned to find Emma flying not far behind. The recoil had knocked her back—they’d never practiced firing while airborne, after all—but she quickly recovered and lined up her second shot.

Crack!

This time the bullet struck one of the wings, and the creature shrieked in pain as pages scattered.

Clarke swooped in and slashed the other wing with his thirstblade. Paper scales split and burned. The wing disintegrated into a shower of pages, and the grimoire plummeted toward the ground. It crashed through branches and hit the earth with a thump.

He dove in after it, weaving a path between two crowning treetops to come underneath the canopy. The grimoire had landed atop a bald patch of dirt with thick roots pushing through underneath. It opened and began to reform its wings.

Clarke plunged the thirstblade into the grimoire, piercing clear through the binding. The wind howled in pain. Twigs rose from the ground and smacked him from all directions, but he held the blade firm, feeding it his life and fury, even as it Drained the living mist.

The siphoned energy replenished his strength and healed his wounds.

He cast Sanguine Shield, and his defenses solidified further.

A heavy branch broke free from one of the trees and swung toward him, but he swatted it aside, almost contemptuously, all while holding the blade firm. The living mist squealed, a shrill and grating sound, but he was deaf to its cries. He twisted the blade, straining the tear in the grimoire wider, and woodland debris bashed against his shield even more desperately.

He held the blade steady, and the blows weakened, turning impotent as the living mist died on his blade. The creature began to fade, steaming out of the book, leaving a rancid, magical stench in the air. Finally, it vanished completely, like a whimpering exhale on a cold, dead wind.

He let his thirstblade dissipate and then reached down and picked up the grimoire. He brushed off a few dead leaves and inspected the damage to the spine, then flipped it open and looked over the pages near his cut.

“I hope they don’t mind the hole,” he said.

“They’d better not!”

Emma landed beside him with a broad grin on her face and a rifle in her arms.

“Thanks for the assist back there,” he told the succubus. “That was quick thinking, coming after us with your rifle.”

“Thanks!” She clicked the safety on. “This beauty has already paid for itself. When can I have another?”

“Christmas. We discussed this, remember?”

“But what if I don’t want to wait that long?”

“Emma.”

“All right, all right.” She glanced over the book. “It dead?”

“I believe so.” He clapped the book shut and inspected the exterior. “Seems free of evil magic. At least as far as I can tell.”

Emma spread a hand over the cover. “Hmm. Most of the magic’s gone, but there’s some residue left, and we haven’t cleared all of the Concealment.”

“Seriously?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Fucking Heinrich. I almost want him to come back so I can kill him again.”

Emma laughed, and they flew back to the steel mill.


Sixteen


“You don’t look happy,” Clarke said.

“I’m not,” Ixia replied.

It was Sunday, the day after they’d cracked most of the grimoire’s protections. Clarke had woken up expecting a day filled with packing and hauling boxes between Emma’s apartment and the mansion, followed by a well-earned rest. Or something else, depending on the various ladies’ various moods. Still, he’d been looking forward to everyone being under one roof, finally, and the luxury of living in a sprawling mansion was nothing to scoff at either.

But all that changed when Ixia called and asked him to come over on urgent Broken Fang business.

“Did something go wrong with the grimoire?” Clarke asked.

“No, the grimoire’s fine.” Ixia blew out a breath and seemed to deflate in the chair as they spoke in the Grey family basement. “Mom and Ashley are once again making good progress with it. In fact, they’ve hardly stopped since we came back from the mill. Does Ashley even sleep?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“My mom pulled an all-nighter and has been binging coffee ever since. She doesn’t like people showing her up, but she also doesn’t want to disappoint or offend Ashley, given the feathers we’ve received and, presumably, will receive in the future. They still can’t read the whole thing, but they can read a lot more of it, and what they’ve found so far sounds interesting. Fragmented and lacking context, but still interesting. They’ll let us know when they start to put the pieces together.” She gave him a vague wave. “Anyway, that’s not why I called you over.”

“Then why did you? You made it sound important.”

“It is.” She sat forward, her eyes all business. “Clarke, how do you feel about zombies?”

“Um.” He frowned slightly. “In what context?”

“How do you feel about them?”

“Well, they’re not the most threatening monster I’ve faced, but they can be trouble in large numbers.”

“But how do they make you feel?”

“Ixia, I’m not sure I understand the question. What’s this about?”

“You remember Jeremy North? He’s been talking you up ever since you took care of his problem, and one of the people he talked to was Linda Sarkany.”

“The owner of The Establishment.”

“Oh?” Ixia sat back. “You know her?”

“Ran into her once. So, she really owns the place?”

“That’s right. The old owner left it to her.”

“Even though she’s dragonkin.”

Ixia shrugged. “Love comes in all shapes and sizes.”

“Can’t argue with that.”

“Anyway, she then talked to”—the witch shivered with revulsion—“Sebastian Olcott.”

“I take it you’re not a fan.”

“He’s from another mage clan, the Grinning Skulls. He’s”—she shivered again—“a necromancer.”

“Ah. Hence your question about zombies.”

“He reached out to the coven first thing this morning and asked for you by name. Wants to talk to you about a job.”

“Sounds like word is getting around, just like we hoped. Is this really a bad thing?”

“Clarke, he’s a necromancer.”

“So you said, but he’s also a potential ally.”

“If you’re desperate.”

“Well, I don’t know if we’re desperate, but we certainly are eager for more, and getting on the good side of a mage from another clan sounds like a big potential win for us.”

Ixia slumped in her chair. “I was afraid you’d say that.”

“When does he want to meet?”

“Today, as soon you’re able, and I need to go with you as the coven representative.” She hugged her shoulders as if suddenly cold. “Apparently, his zombies are having problems.”

“Did he provide any specifics?”

“No, and Mom didn’t ask for them. Which, I suppose I shouldn’t blame her for. Her brain’s fueled by caffeine right now. We’ll get the details when we visit his office.” She gave him a meaningful look. “Assuming you don’t reject this job outright.”

“Is there a reason I should?”

“Besides me hating zombies?” She let out a heavy sigh. “Not really.”

“Then let’s go. You want me to drive?”

“If you don’t mind.” She rose from her seat. “Let’s get this over with.”

“You sound so thrilled.”

“He’s a necromancer! The man hangs around corpses all day!”

“So do a lot of people. You know, coroners, morticians.” He paused for dramatic effect. “Members of Congress.”

“You think you’re joking, but a lot of government officials are zombies.”

“Really?”

“Well, revenants, technically. Those are, like, super sophisticated zombies. People keep voting for the same fossils, so the vampires just keep propping up their corpses until they get too stanky and their limbs start dropping off.”

“That explains a lot.”

Clarke opened the front door for her, and they headed out to his car.

“By the way,” she began, her tone more conversational now, “I’ve been poking around about your Boost spell problem. Mind you, I’ve had to frame my questions carefully, so the going has been slow.”

“Anything so far?”

“Nothing concrete, but this one loremaster from the Weeping Stone clan had an interesting take on it. The Weeping Stones are wizards, by the way, and very knowledgeable when it comes to the more esoteric elements of magic. His point was everything eventually resolves itself as mana, that mana is basically the atomic-scale view of magic. Which got me to wondering; what if your Boost spell is starved for the stuff? What if this is a resource issue instead of a trigger issue?”

“If that’s true, then how do I correct for it?”

“No idea.” She gave him a shrug. “I’ll keep poking around. Just thought I’d pass this tidbit along in case it suddenly gave you an ‘aha!’ moment.”

“Don’t have one now, but I’ll see what I can come up with. Thanks.”

They climbed into the BMW. Ixia programmed the address in, and Clarke drove them back in the general direction of Chester Creek.
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Olcott’s office was located next to Anthony Reed Memorial Cemetery, which Clarke found both unsurprising and disturbing. He wondered how much “raw material” the necromancer had utilized from the adjacent graveyard.

The office was a lonely slate gray structure that butted up against the tall fence ringing the cemetery—another indication that Olcott used the location for resources. The sign by the road read: Raising Standards. He half-expected the parking lot to contain a hearse or two, but instead saw a black Audi Q5 and, further back in the property, heavy construction equipment including a bulldozer, compactor, and grader.

“‘Raising,’ huh?” Clarke couldn’t help but smile as he climbed out of the car. “I see what he did there. What kind of business is it?”

“Roadwork mostly,” Ixia said.

“Zombies maintain our roads?” He chuckled. “This explains so much.”

“Actually, Olcott’s zombie crews are one of the better performing companies in this area. You can blame the living crews for all the potholes.”

“I’m surprised to hear you admit that.”

“Just being honest. I know I’m biased when it comes to necromancers. Doesn’t mean I’m going to spread lies about him or his business.”

The smell was the first thing to hit Clarke as the entered the office, like raw death abandoned in the sun for too long, and part of that was the “smell” of the magic permeating the building. Over a dozen air fresheners hung on strings by the door, and more had been plugged into any available electrical outlets. Clarke considered it an admirable effort, but it only elevated the stench from ghastly to the equivalent of stale, rotting corpses slathered in lemon juice.

The receptionist looked up, her movements slow and measured. Her face was caked with an unusual amount of makeup, and her wiry, gray hair formed a frizzy border around her gaunt face. She wore a pair of cat eye sunglasses that looked like they’d been plucked from the 50s.

“Do you have an appointment?” she asked in a strange monotone.

“We do,” Ixia said. “Grey and Clarke here to see Mr. Olcott.”

“One moment, please.” Her head ratcheted down to inspect an open spiral-bound planner. She placed a gray finger on the page, her nail painted bright red but split at the end. She ran it down the page, then stopped, turned to her interoffice phone, and hit two buttons on it.

“Yes, Marge?” replied the voice over the phone.

“Grey and Clarke to see you, sir. They have an appointment.”

“Splendid! Send them right in.”

The phone clicked, and the receptionist turned to face them with the same slow, deliberate movements.

“Mr. Olcott will see you now. Proceed through the door to my left. Open the door and walk through it. Head down the hall, then turn right at the bend. After that⁠—”

“We can figure it out,” Ixia interrupted, and made for the door.

“—then look for the third door on the left. Open it, and⁠—”

The receptionist was still talking after the door closed behind them. Ixia let out an exaggerated shiver as they proceeded down the hall.

“Zombie?” Clarke asked.

“No, zombies are too basic for that kind of interaction. She’s either a wight or a revenant. Probably a revenant, but I didn’t pay close attention to the spells propping her up.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Revenants are reanimated using an obsession or focus of some kind. Unless I’ve missed my guess, Olcott fixated that corpse on her old job.”

Clarke frowned and glanced back over his shoulder. “Is she aware of what’s going on?”

“She’s just a husk now. There’s no soul inside if that’s what you’re wondering. That part of her moved on immediately after death. In that regard, necromancy—at least the kind on display here—is a victimless vocation.”

“Hmm.”

“Still creepy as hell.”

“Yeah.”

“Wights require more sophisticated magic to animate and command, but they’re hardier and take orders better. They last longer, too, can absorb a ton of abuse, and have a limited capacity to ‘think’ on their own, though I use the term loosely.”

“So, in terms of power and sophistication, wights beat revenants beat zombies.”

“Pretty much. There are also variants like ghouls and ghasts to consider, but we won’t see either of those in his office.”

“Why not?”

“Ghouls are zombies that have gone feral and will try to eat your face off if you give them an inch. They’re undead without a functioning control spell. You know the type. Bra-a-ains!” She stuck her arms out and shambled forward for a few steps. “Ghasts are zombies that haven’t aged well. They’re all bloated and passing gas. I call them fart zombies.”

“Eww.”

They passed a series of open office doors, behind which sedate men and women sat in bland cubicles, trudging through the day without passion or expression. Clarke had heard the term “office drone” before, but this took it to a whole new level.

They found Olcott’s office at the end of the hall and knocked.

“Come on in!” he called out pleasantly.

Olcott was a surprisingly large man. Clarke had imagined the necromancer would cut a spindly—almost skeletal—figure, complete with pallid skin, sunken cheeks, and wispy white hair. Instead, Olcott radiated vitality with his broad shoulders and hints of well-defined muscle behind his shirt and tie. He rose from behind his frosted glass desk, an imposing figure at six-and-a-half feet tall. His eyes were dark, almost black, as was his hair.

“Hello, Ixia.” He rounded the desk with a congenial smile. “It’s been far too long.”

“Sebastian,” she replied indifferently.

“And this must be the gentleman I’ve heard so much about. A pleasure to meet you, Clarke.”

“Likewise, sir.”

They shook hands. The necromancer’s grip was firm and his palm rough with callouses.

“We understand you have a problem we may be able to assist with,” Clarke added.

“I certainly hope so.” Olcott gestured to a pair of chairs in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat. Can I get you anything to drink? Coffee, perhaps?”

“Coffee sounds good,” Clarke replied.

“For you, Ixia?”

“Nothing, thanks.”

Olcott stepped over to a hutch cabinet by the wall, but Clarke didn’t see a coffeemaker or other refreshment paraphernalia. He wondered if Olcott kept them inside one of the cabinets, but the big man sidestepped the hutch and then pounded on the wall loud enough to startle both Clarke and Ixia.

“Maurice!” the necromancer shouted through the wall. “Two coffees!”

“Cough-Feeeh …” came the guttural response from the other side of the wall.

Olcott sank behind his desk with a broad grin as if this were just another day at the office. Which, for him, it was.

“The issue I’m facing concerns one of my jobsites. About a year ago, Raising Standards was hired to refurbish Hollande Bridge, and we kicked off the site work about three months ago. Everything was proceeding smoothly when all of a sudden my employees started dropping dead!”

“I’m sorry.” Clarke’s brow wrinkled in confusion. “You use zombies for your work crews, correct?”

“Along with other reanimated variants, yes.”

“And they’ve been dropping dead on you?”

“Hell of a thing.” The necromancer shook his head in bewilderment. “Can you believe it?”

“I’m as shocked as you are, sir,” Clarke replied dryly.

The door opened and a thin man with a grayish face trudged in, his shoes shuffling across the carpet. He carried two mugs in one hand and a decanter full of steaming coffee in the other.

“Cough-fee?” groaned the zombie.

“For me and the gentleman.” Olcott gestured across the desk.

“Mmm. Cough-fee.”

The zombie set the two cups down on the desk and poured for Olcott, then for Clarke.

“Cream? Sugar?”

“Both, please,” Olcott replied.

The zombie reached into a pocket and retrieved a fistful of cream singles and sugar packets. His hands were skeletal and gray, and some of his fingernails were missing. A centipede crawled out of his sleeve and scuttled between two fingers. The zombie turned to Clarke.

“Cream? Sugar?”

“I’ll pass, thanks,” Clarke replied with a sour frown, and pushed his coffee away, no longer thirsty.

“Cough-fee?” The zombie swiveled the decanter toward Ixia, who shook her head. “Cough-fee.” He tipped the decanter over, and steaming fluid splashed onto Olcott’s desk. A scalding drop splattered the back of Ixia’s hand.

“Ah!” She jumped out of her seat, rubbing her hand.

“Maurice!” Olcott rose to his full height. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Cough-fee?” The zombie stopped pouring and turned toward his master.

“You go back to your room!” Olcott pointed the way. “You stand in the corner, and you think about what you’ve done. You hear me?”

“Cough-fee …” the zombie grumbled in a forlorn manner then shuffled out the door.

Olcott gave the pair an apologetic smile, then retrieved a roll of paper towels from the hutch cabinet and began to sop up the mess.

“Sorry about that. He means well, and I suppose I’m partially to blame. I should have raised him as a wight, but I was busy that day. Any halfwit vampire can create a zombie, but it takes a true craftsman to animate a wight.”

He sank back into his chair after he’d cleaned up the worst of the mess.

“Anyway, where was I?”

“You said your employees have been dropping dead,” Clarke reminded him.

“Oh, yes! The bridgework.” Olcott shook his head sadly. “A terrible inconvenience. My bottom line is starting to look ugly on this one. Usually, with my zombies, I can undercut just about any roadwork company on the market. And the smell isn’t even all that bad!”

Clarke wrinkled his nose.

“My employees don’t require pay or insurance or time off. They don’t eat or sleep, and as for job safety, well! If the compactor flattens someone, I just clean up the mess and grab a fresh corpse!”

“From the cemetery, I take it?”

“Naturally.”

“Is this a formal arrangement you have with your neighbors?”

“‘Formal’ may be stretching it. I simply utilize a resource in their possession. They’re not doing anything with the bodies, so why should I let them go to waste? And I always put them back when I’m finished. Almost as good as new.” He shrugged. “Most of the time.”

“That’s very …” Clarke searched for the right word, “considerate of you?”

“The root of the problem is something is interfering with my reanimation spells. Something near the Hollande Bridge. I don’t know what’s behind it, and I’m hesitant to deal with the problem myself.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because whatever it is,” Ixia cut in, “it’s interfering with his necromancy, which makes him a poor choice to combat it.”

“Then, to summarize,” Clarke began, “you’d like us to find the source of this disturbance and eliminate it.”

“That’s it in a nutshell. Can I count on you?”

Clarke glanced over to Ixia to see if she had any objections besides the obvious. She sighed but appended it with a nod. He turned back to the necromancer.

“We’ll take the job.”
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Clarke drove Ixia to the jobsite. He pulled off the road that ran underneath the bridge and parked behind Olcott. Zombies in reflective vests and hard hats shuffled around the central support column and up on one of the bridge’s four lanes. Olcott rose from his Audi, clad in a long, greenish-black trench coat and matching wide-brimmed hat.

A potbellied man shuffled slowly across the road, carrying a shovel. He left little puffs of green gas in his wake.

“What the hell are you lot doing?” Olcott shouted, storming toward his work crew.

The zombie faced him with a surprisingly quick turn and let loose a musical toot.

“Come on, people! Where’s the foreman?”

“Urr.” One of the zombies lurched toward the necromancer.

“Clarence, how many times do I have to tell you this before it sinks into your wormed-out head? Keep the ghasts clear of the public! People will think we broke into a sewer line again! Is that what you want?”

“Uurr … nurrgh?”

“Good. Now put Fred in one of the vehicles where he belongs.”

“Burrr, Isha?”

“I don’t care if Isabella complains about the smell. Tell her to stuff cotton up her nose. She doesn’t need to breathe, anyway.”

“Urr-keigh.”

Olcott planted his fists on his hips and gazed up at the bridge.

“Bobby! Stop that this instant!”

One of the zombies manning the cement mixer looked down over the edge of the bridge.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Pour.”

“Bobby, what have I told you? Coworkers are not valid substitutes for rebar!”

“Pour?”

“Don’t you dare give me lip! I can see he’s up to his waist in cement, clear as day!”

“Po-o-o-our!”

“I don’t care if you two can’t get along! No coworkers in the cement! Go find a long stick, fish him out, and put down some proper rebar!”

“Pour?”

“Don’t make me come up there!”

“Pour-pour …” The zombie shut down the flow of cement and shuffled across the bridge.

“Oh my God! Neville, stop eating your hardhat!”

Olcott ran toward the support column.

Clarke and Ixia stood back, watching the parade of disasters unfold from a distance.

A safe distance.

“I’m never driving over a bridge in this county again,” Clarke said after a while.

“Why so skittish? All this work gets reviewed by government inspectors.”

“And your point is?”

Ixia laughed softly.

They observed the jobsite for a while, waiting patiently for Olcott to wrangle his workforce into an effective unit. Or, at the very least, a less incompetent one.

Ixia shook her head. “Good grief, I hate zombies.”

“You mentioned that back when we first met. Any particular reason why?”

“My dad was a necromancer. He and Mom … they didn’t get along, and he left her before my sixth birthday. Left us girls, too. I’ve hardly spoken to him since.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“It’s fine.” She made a shooing gesture. “He wasn’t much of a family man. Mom was in love back then. Probably still pines after him, though she won’t admit it. The feeling, however, wasn’t mutual. Maybe he loved her once, but that began to fall apart when we were born. Going from zero kids to three in a single day will stress any relationship, especially one with a rocky foundation.

“He started taking solo vacations when I was very young, and the trips grew longer and more frequent until one day he left and never came back. While on these trips, he’d leave a few zombies around the house. To help with chores and the like, but you’ve seen how these things can be.

“I was alone, playing around the house. I don’t even remember why Mom and my sisters were out that day. Anyway, one of the zombies stopped working and fell on me, and he was a big fella. My scrawny arms couldn’t shift his weight. I was stuck under that corpse for hours, crying out for help, the body’s weight crushing down on me as I breathed in the rotten stench.”

Ixia hugged her shoulders and shivered despite the high sun and warm midday breeze. Clarke put an arm around her and gave her a comforting squeeze.

“So, yeah,” she concluded. “Not a fan of zombies.”

“I’m sorry if I brought back some bad memories. But thank you for sharing that.”

“Don’t mention it. You can ask me anything whenever you want.” She gave him a wan smile. “I don’t keep secrets from you.”

“We’ll get out of here as soon as we have one last chat with Olcott. After that, the ladies and I will come back and see if we can’t solve his little problem.”


Seventeen


“Any idea where we’re supposed to start?” Sammy asked, standing by the team’s parked cars near the bridge. Traffic was light along the thin road ducking underneath the bridge, though the traffic up top was backed up thanks to the closed lane.

“Olcott believes the disturbance is somewhere to the east of the jobsite.” Clarke turned in that direction. “That’s where we start.”

A field stretched before them, marked by uneven patches of tall grass, saplings, and a few old growth trees before ending in a distant, dense tree line.

“There’s something out there.” Ashley stepped forward beside him. “I’m not sure where, but …”

“I feel it, too,” Emma said. “A Ward of some kind, maybe?”

“If so, it’s a curious one,” Ashley replied, her gaze on the horizon.

“Ashley, Emma: you two lead the search,” Clarke said. “Brooke, Sammy: the three of us will form a perimeter around them as they work. Everything clear?”

“What about our guns?” Emma asked.

“Bring them along. All of them. We don’t know what’s out there.”

[image: ]


They searched the field at a slow, methodical pace, the two mana-sensitive women pausing every so often to more accurately gauge what they were feeling and where it was coming from.

They advanced farther into the field as the day wore on, venturing away from the jobsite until Clarke could barely see the bridge except for a shallow rise and a string of white and red lights laid out along the road.

The sun dipped toward the horizon, and they had almost reached the tree line when⁠—

“I see something.” Ashley lowered the binoculars, letting them hang from a strap around her neck. She pointed toward the tree line. “There. Maybe twenty yards into the forest. A tree that doesn’t look right.”

“We’ll check it out,” Clarke said. “You and Emma take position over there, atop that mound of dirt. Brooke, Sammy, we’re on. Let’s see what we’re up against.”

The werewolf and slime girl fell in behind him as he pushed his way through hip-high grass. They crossed the tree line, passing underneath the shadowed canopy. The air immediately became cooler and heavy with humidity. A strange chill penetrated Clarke’s clothing, and the hairs on his arms prickled.

“Something’s ahead,” Brooke growled, her voice dipping lower despite her hybrid state. Her ears pressed back against her head. “Want me to wolf out?”

“That might be a good⁠—”

Something snagged Brooke’s ankle and yanked hard enough to drop her to the ground. A thick vine burst up from underneath a layer of dead leaves and twigs, stretched taut between Brooke’s leg and one of the trees.

“What the fuck!” she exclaimed.

The entire vine rose into the air like a long, bending arm, and it took Brooke with it. She yelped as it carried her through the canopy, twigs and branches snapping along her path.

“Brooke!” Clarke shouted. His shield crackled into existence over his body, and the thirstblade burst alive in his hand. He raced after her, tracking her trajectory. He weaved through the forest, Sammy close behind, until they came to a fat, festering tree.

Dark fluid leaked from its thick, pulsating trunk, which flexed and undulated more like tough muscle than bark. Knobby roots twisted into the soil, sometimes sprouting back up to form a thicket of spiked ends. Groaning branches swayed with thick coiling vines, each one leafed and slick with vile excretions. Drained and desiccated bodies—both wild animals and humans—hung from its branches like grim trophies.

The tree drew Brooke into its crown and wrapped her in vines with startling speed until it cocooned her completely.

“Brooke!” Clarke called out.

He was about to cast Fly to reach her when the cocoon holding her bulged suddenly and with immense force. Claws split the pod from top to bottom, and a fully formed werewolf leaped out. She spun in the air and landed on her feet beside the malevolent tree.

“Fuck this shit!” Brooke spat, brandishing her claws.

A vine whipped in from Clarke’s blind side and coiled itself around his neck. It constricted against his windpipe. He gasped, struggling for air as it began dragging him toward the tree. He tried to dig in his heels, but his boots slipped across a rotting layer of topsoil.

He grunted, face turning red, then hacked the vine off with his sword. The pressure on his windpipe released, and he pulled the severed vine off his neck, breathing heavily.

Another vine grabbed Sammy and yanked her into the air.

“That won’t work on me!” the slime girl taunted, grabbing the vine bearing into her throat. She yanked the noose through her neck, and it plooped out the front. She then swung her body back and forth underneath the dangling vine and leaped onto one of the branches. Another vine snapped at her like a whip, but she ducked beneath its strike and ran across the branch, almost losing her balance before she reached the split at the top of the trunk.

“Have a taste of my toxins, you Ent-Bitch!”

Sammy shaped one of her arms into a pink spike and rammed it down into the trunk. Every branch on the tree shuddered, and its trunk began to pulsate faster. Black fluid burst from pustules along its surface, flowing down its bark in filthy runlets.

“Yeah!” Sammy shouted. “How do you like that!”

Brooke charged the monstrous tree. Roots angled upward to form a thicket of sharpened wooden stakes, but she bashed through them, her body a battering ram of fur and rage. She reached the trunk and mauled the tree with tooth and claw, tearing its strange tree-flesh open. A chunky substance akin to entrails spilled out of the wounds and more fluid soaked the ground.

Vines shot out from several branches at once, looping around Sammy and ensnaring Brooke once more. The tree coiled its vines around the two women, trying to crush or suffocate them. It wouldn’t work, but it would slow them down.

Clarke had had enough of this fight. He dipped into his magic and spent a portion of his own life. He wasn’t sure if the tree’s fluids counted as blood for his magic, but he was willing to try.

He cast Blood Boil.

The spell slammed into the monster, and its branches shrieked with a thousand windy voices. It let Sammy and Brooke go, vines shuddering, some slapping madly back and forth as obvious pain wracked its body. He rushed forward and sank his thirstblade deep into its bark, draining it of life and replenishing his.

The trunk-flesh beat faster and faster, like a rushing heart.

He cast Blood Boil again.

A new spasm of pain shook its branches, even as he noticed a symbol glowing within his mind. It was the Boost spell, beckoning to him, begging him to utilize its strength. He wanted to, tried to, yearned to release it, but the spell refused to answer his call.

Brooke cleaved through the trunk beside him, bits of bark flying from her claws. Up above, Sammy shattered through the base of the branches with hands shaped like mallets. The tree-flesh quivered, its branches sagged, and soon it stopped moving entirely, reduced to nothing more than a vile, leaking ruin.

Sammy leaped off the tree and landed beside Clarke.

“That seemed to go well,” she declared brightly.

“Ent-Bitch?” Brooke asked, her claws dripping with goop, fur matted in places.

“Sorry.” Sammy shrugged. “I couldn’t think of anything pithier.”

“It’s the results that count.” Clarke released his thirstblade and wiped his hand off on his pants.

“You three okay?” Emma called out from the tree line, rifle in her hands and partially raised.

“Never better!” Clarke jogged over to her and Ashley. “We just had to do a little weed whacking. Nothing we couldn’t handle.”

“What do we have here?” Ashley walked past both of them and approached the tree. “Curious.”

“Is this what was causing Olcott trouble?” Clarke asked.

“No, but it seems to be related.” Ashley looked around. “Do you feel that? This creature wasn’t summoned.”

“If it wasn’t summoned, then how is it here?”

“This used to be a normal tree.” Ashley dropped to one knee and spread a hand over the ground. “Magic from elsewhere corrupted it. Coming from somewhere below, perhaps?”

Emma knelt on the ground beside the angel.

“Yeah, Ash, you’re right. I feel it, too.”

“The only magic I can sense is something rancid,” Clarke said.

“That’s because it is,” Emma explained. “A spell planted somewhere nearby may have become corrupted. A partial activation could do that. Or maybe someone tried to dispel or disrupt it but failed. Whatever the cause, that damaged spell then wormed its way into this tree, through one of the roots, I’d say.”

“What about the magic interfering with Olcott’s zombies?”

“Still present.” Ashley stood up. “There’s a powerful Ward at work here, emanating from somewhere beneath us.”

“So”—Clarke quirked a sudden smile—“what you’re saying is we still need to deal with the root of this problem?”

“Yes.”

“The root of the problem.”

“Yes?”

“You know. Because of the tree.”

“What does that have to do with it?” Ashley tilted her head, clearly confused.

“It’s—” He frowned. “Never mind. The joke sounded funnier in my head.”

“We shouldn’t joke around. This is serious business, Clarke.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” He looked around. “If it’s beneath us, then could it be inside another lair?”

“Possibly. If there’s one nearby, I should be able to use Scry to reveal the entrance.” Ashley spread her wings, and the halo lifted off her head. “One moment, please.”

She closed her eyes, and the outskirts of her magic tickled Clarke’s senses, bright and soft and so full of life.

“There.” Ashley pointed at the base of the dead tree monster. “Directly underneath the trunk.”

“Directly underneath?” Clarke asked.

“I’m afraid so.”

“Great.” He snapped out his thirstblade. “Brooke, Sammy? Mind lending me a hand with this?”
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The three of them hacked, ripped, and slime-shoveled their way through the task, clearing the tree piece by piece. Clarke cleaved through the roots jutting around the tree’s base, weakening its grip on the ground, while Sammy joined her arms to form a shovel and hardened the edge. She worked behind him to clear dirt and severed roots around the base. Meanwhile, Brooke employed her full werewolf strength to bend the tree back, steadily exposing more of the space underneath the wide trunk.

The sun set before they were finished, and Ashley cast a Shine spell over the area to make the work easier. The longer they toiled, the more they realized the tree hadn’t grown on this spot originally; instead it had uprooted itself from a patch of churned earth about fifteen yards away and dragged itself across the ground.

“Okay, Brooke,” Clarke said, backing away. “Try again.”

“Here goes!”

Brooke grunted, her snout flaring, muscles straining to bring down the tree. She sank her clawed feet into the roots running through the ground and pulled a thick branch down. The deformed tree bent, flesh tearing across its trunk, exposing a massive, hauntingly wet bone that had replaced the heartwood at the trunk’s core. The bone cracked, and the roots directly underneath the trunk burst out of the dirt.

Brooke let out a long, deep growl. The trunk angled further, and she brought its crown low, slamming its branches into the ground. She turned back around, sank her claws into the top of the trunk, then dragged it away, leaving a large, bowl-shaped depression.

A depression with a flight of stairs leading down into the dank earth.

“That’s enough, Brooke! I can see a passage now!” Clarke walked over and gave her a pat on the back. “Good job.”

“Damn thing was stuck in there good!” she replied, panting.

Ashley conjured an orb of light between her palms and let it float down the stairs, which began to glow of their own accord. Clarke and Brooke rejoined the others, and together they gazed down into the lair.

“Why don’t these places ever come with a welcome mat?” Sammy asked. “Maybe some scented candles? A few throw pillows? You know, just a few touches to make the lairs homier.”

“I imagine they view the unwelcoming nature as a feature, not a bug.” Clarke cast Sanguine Shield and held his thirstblade with two hands. “Emma, Ashley, fall back to a safe spot and keep your eyes peeled for anything not us.”

“You got it.” Emma bobbed her rifle back toward the tree line. “We’ll take up position back at the same hill from before. The Shine spell’s providing enough light for us to see if anything tries to follow you in, though I wouldn’t say no to a night vision scope at some point.”

“Good idea. We’ll get you one after this.”

The succubus and angel headed back to the tree line, flashlight beams dancing across the terrain.

“And now,” Clarke said to the others, “let’s see what Heinrich has in store for us this time.”

They took the stairs down single file, Clarke in the lead, the wood creaking with each step. The path descended at a steep angle before it leveled off and widened, much like the previous lair. Wooden planks covered the floor and more shored up the dirt walls. The air was cold and clinging, and not all of that came from the damp earth around them.

“Feel any magic?” Sammy asked quietly.

“Yes, but something’s off. There’s the taste of iron I associate with vampire magic, but everything else is muted and weirdly jumbled. I can’t make sense of it.”

“The smell is off, too.” Brooke sniffed the air, her snout bobbing. “There was a fire down here. From somewhere up ahead.”

They reached a crumbling wall with a metal door bent within its frame and jammed shut. Pale light leaked in through a cleft at one corner. Clarke stood up on his toes and peered through.

“There’s a small room on the other side. Walls are black, maybe from soot. I can see a steamer trunk in the middle. It’s burned, too. The trunk is open and on its side. Bits of metal are spilled all over the floor, and something’s glowing on the floor.”

“A magic circle?” Sammy asked.

“Or part of one. Hard to tell from this angle.”

“Want me to slip through the crack and recon the room?”

“No, we’ll all go through together.” Clarke backed away and raised his sword. “Brooke? The door, if you please.”

“With pleasure!”

Brooke sank her claws into the metal. She ripped the whole door off and tossed it aside with one swift motion.

Clarke took one step into the room. It was dank and unadorned, with pieces of armor strewn about the ground. Scorch marks covered the steamer trunk and climbed the walls, and a small arc of glowing runes flickered along the floor like a malfunctioning fluorescent lightbulb.

Clarke kicked a gauntlet, and the armor clattered across the floor, disturbing its fellows. The pieces rocked back and forth before coming to rest.

Nothing else moved.

“Looks like we missed the party,” Sammy said, craning over Clarke with a stretched torso.

“Something happened here.” Brooke sniffed the air experimentally. “Maybe an Immolation spell?”

“That would certainly explain the scorch marks.” Clarke took a few more steps into the room, and the others filed in.

“You think this is from a summoning spell?” Sammy asked, tapping her foot beside the faded runes.

“Maybe,” Clarke said. “Maybe even another living mist. That seems like Heinrich’s style, though if so, I wonder if the spell misfired somehow.”

Brooke crouched near the trunk. She picked up a pauldron, sniffed it, then set it back down. She grabbed the chest plate and turned it over in the light.

“No dents or other marks on the armor. If there was a fight, the armor wasn’t a part of it.” She tossed the chest plate aside and stood up.

“Heinrich would have a secret compartment somewhere.” Clarke placed a hand against the wall and began to circle the room. His fingers left parallel trails in the soot. He’d completed a half circle when the taste of iron tickled his senses. He spread his hand over the spot and drank in the nearby magic.

He encountered a sensation of cold solidity. Of restfulness and ease, as if just touching this magic could lull him into an eternal slumber. But that only seemed to represent one half of the magic twined within the wall.

The other half contained a firmness of purpose and strength. One imbued with great familiarity, though he had no idea why. This magical impression was reassuring in a strange way, wrapped in a shroud as cold as the grave.

“Bingo.” Clarke gestured for Brooke to join him.

She ripped a board off the wall and clawed away the dirt until she revealed a small, wooden compartment set deep inside. She reached in with her whole arm, shoulder pressed against the opening, and pulled it out holding … a bone. She held it before him, lightly balanced in her broad werewolf palm.

The bone was clean and sturdy. It measured about eighteen inches across, and the entire surface had been etched with intricate runes.

“What the hell is this from?” Sammy asked.

“It’s a human leg bone,” Brooke said. “This is the femur, largest bone on the human body.”

“You can tell from a glance?”

The werewolf shrugged. “I’m good with bones.”

Her eyes flitted up to meet Clarke’s with a playful glint. She wasn’t just talking about skeletons, it seemed.

He took hold of the runic femur and turned it over in his hands. This was the source of the two magics: the cold and the familiar.

“The Scepter of Bone?” he wondered aloud.

“What was that?” Sammy asked.

“Ashley came across mentions of a ‘bone scepter’ in Heinrich’s grimoires. From what she could tell, it’s part of the reason he came to Chester Creek.” He held the femur up between them. “This could be it.”

“Doesn’t seem like there’s anything else worth taking.” Sammy punted a vambrace across the room.

“Then we’re done here.” He placed the femur in his backpack. “Let’s see what Ashley has to say about this.”
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“I believe you’re right,” Ashley said. “This appears to be the ‘Scepter of Bone’ Heinrich wrote about. May I?”

Clarke handed her the femur.

The celestial gripped it with both hands and closed her eyes. Her fractured halo brightened for about half a minute, then dimmed back to its normal golden hue.

“There,” she said, opening her eyes. “I’ve dispelled the Ward.”

“There was a Ward on it?” Clarke asked.

“Yes, and an unusual one at that. Typically, Wards are placed to protect locations, but this one was applied to this bone with effects that radiated outward a considerable distance.”

“That must be what was interfering with the zombies,” Emma said.

“Agreed.” Ashley handed the femur back to Clarke, and he stuffed it in his backpack.

“Sounds like we’re done here,” he said with a half-smile.

“Yes,” Ashley replied. “Removing the Ward should …”

She trailed off, her mouth hanging loose.

“Ashley?”

The angel’s brow creased, and she turned to face the field. She walked forward, slowly, almost limply, as if stuck in a daze. The distant road and bridge glimmered, distinct only as a shifting string of red and white pearls.

But that wasn’t the only light in the distance.

A pale green glow rose above the field.

“What’s that?” Clarke asked quietly.

Emma aimed down her scope. “I can’t make it out. Whatever it is, it’s staying low to the ground.”

The green glow rushed through the tall grass, growing brighter.

Brooke growled deep in her throat. Her ears flattened, and her hackles stood on end.

“Terrorgeist,” Ashley breathed.

“Something’s coming.” Clarke summoned his thirstblade. “Get ready!”

He hurried to the edge of the tree line. Brooke crouched beside him, her body full of low, coiled energy. She snarled, fangs glistening in the dim light. Sammy stood opposite her with a pair of enlarged fists.

Emma took up position behind a tree and checked down her rifle’s scope.

“Ashley, what are we up against?” Clarke asked, and when no one answered, he turned back around. “Hey, Ashley!”

The angel shook herself, then looked his way.

“What’s a terrorgeist?” he asked.

“What are you talking about, Clarke?”

“You said⁠—”

“It’s almost here!” Emma warned.

“Emma, what the hell is a terrorgeist?”

“No clue!”

“Then we’ll find out the hard way.” Clarke faced the field and approaching monster. “Showtime, ladies. We’re not done yet!”

The green glow bolted across the last stretch then shot up into the air, taking the form of a translucent humanoid with huge, batlike wings. Its body was naked and sexless, but also indistinct and blurry, as if the creature were only half-real. A grilled iron mask covered the face, and a fierce green light burned from within like the flames of a supernatural furnace.

The green light narrowed, shining a ghostly spotlight on Clarke.

“You one of Heinrich’s summons?” he taunted the creature. “Here to take back the scepter? Well, tough! You can’t have it!”

The terrorgeist exhaled green mist through its face vents.

“You want it?” Clarke held up his backpack. “Then come down here and get it!”

“I’ve got a clean shot!” Emma called out.

“Take it!”

The succubus opened fire, pausing between each shot to recenter her aim. Wisps bored through the creature’s body like tunnels of curling smoke that closed almost instantly.

She lowered her aim after six shots. The terrorgeist appeared unharmed.

“Clarke, I know I hit it with some of that!”

“I saw. Looks like we’ve got a tough customer on our hands. Let me try.”

He lowered his stance, pulled his sword back, and gathered his strength. His blood magic hungered for life, and he fed it, sating the beating machine within. Brief stars danced across his vision. The arcane potential unlocked within his mind, and he cast Scarlet Slash.

He cut across the air, leaving a hot tear through reality, and an identical slash cleaved through the terrorgeist’s chest. It recoiled, head thrown back in a soundless cry. Its ghost-wings flapped once, twice, and then the creature steadied itself. It looked down at its own chest and touched the red scar with a spectral hand, tracing the path bisecting its torso.

The wound closed, and it faced Clarke once more.

“That’s … not good.”

“Here!” Brooke offered her forearm. “Top yourself off!”

“Thanks!”

Clarke stuck the tip of his thirstblade into her arm and Drained some of her vitality. She shook her head and let out a low, throaty growl.

“Here it comes!” Sammy shouted.

The terrorgeist descended toward them, arms to its side, palms up. Its legs touched the tall grass, jostling the reeds. The fires within its mask blazed, as did the faint line across its chest, filling the air with foul magic.

Clarke broke out into a cold sweat, and goosebumps covered his arms. His heart thundered in his chest, so hard and fast he thought it would smash through his ribcage. Every shadow around him seemed to darken and lengthen, the habitats of untold horrors.

He found himself on his knees with no recollection of how he got there. He gasped, clutching his throat, desperate to suck in each breath. But the air provided no comfort; it was now a suffocating miasma that filled his lungs with poison. He was going to die, and there was nothing he could do about it!

He cast Purify, but the spell failed to cleanse him, and his mind raced in desperation alongside his heart.

He looked up, his eyes meeting the terrorgeist’s oppressive, flaming gaze.

Fear! he thought. It’s making me afraid!

His anger pushed back the panic, but only by the tiniest of fractions. He still trembled with fear, on his knees, eyes straining to stay open, muscles quaking, skin slick with sweat.

“Help!” Emma dropped her rifle and collapsed onto her side, clutching her head.

Sammy’s outline lost all cohesion, and she retreated into a quivering, pink puddle.

Brooke curled into a ball, whimpering on the ground.

The terrorgeist hovered above them, quiet and triumphant.

“No,” Clarke breathed, forcing himself to stand. “No.”

He thought he’d faced challenges before, been toughened by adversity, learned from his mistakes to climb atop a mountain built from his own failures—ever striving, ever reaching.

But the truth wormed into his thoughts.

He had achieved nothing, fought and conquered nothing.

He was a child, feeble and helpless, and the dim spark of his life was about to end.

But the worst part⁠—

The absolute worst of it⁠—

—was that no one would care when he passed.

“No!”

Clarke pushed back against the fear, let anger at the monster burn within his heart. How dare it invade his mind! How dare it fill him with these thoughts! He straightened his trembling legs and raised a shaky chin.

“No!” he spat.

A hand rested atop his shoulder, so light and soft he barely noticed it. He turned and saw Ashley walk past him, tall and proud, her halo a ring of liquid gold. She fixed the monster with a fierce gaze and stepped in front of the others.

“You think to spread your Fear to me?” she asked, her tone almost amused.

The terrorgeist tilted its head at her.

“You think to make me afraid?”

Ashley spread her wings, forming twin luminous curtains of perfect white feathers. Her feet left the ground, and she floated forward to stare eye-to-eye with the terrorgeist.

“Do you have any idea who you’re dealing with?” the angel demanded. “I, who gazed into the never-realm of Kxlzrk-Nak, who faced the unborn disciples of Zxzn-Qi, who⁠—”

Her nonsensical declarations washed over Clarke, punctuated with terrible, alien names, yet something else washed over him at the same time: a warm light that banished the evil thoughts from his mind. It consumed the fear like a flamethrower burning through dry underbrush. And though it blazed with heat and strength, its touch didn’t injure. Rather, it invigorated him.

Clarke straightened his back and raised his chin, his body no longer trembling. Brooke and Emma climbed to their feet, and Sammy re-formed her humanoid body.

They all stared down the terrorgeist, their psyches armored with the angel’s light.

The creature flicked a single clawed finger, pointing to one side.

“—while hordes of neverlife Gvk-Ta converged on us in a pulsating tsunami, all while the very ground we stood on laughed at our misfortune. You think your pathetic Fear aura stands the slightest chance against the likes of⁠—”

The terrorgeist flicked its claw in the opposite direction, and a rock the size of a soccer ball zipped through the air. The rock cracked against Ashley’s skull, and she spun around in a tight pirouette. Her wings dispersed into a rain of vanishing feathers, and the halo dimmed and dropped heavily onto her head. Her eyes rolled back, mouth agape, and she took one step before she collapsed.

Clarke dashed forward and caught her, cradling her head in his arms. He pulled her hair back, expecting to find a huge, bleeding dent in her skull.

Or perhaps something far worse.

Instead, he found nothing in the way of injuries.

Not to her skin. Not to her skull.

Not a scratch on her.

From the outside, the angel appeared completely fine.

As for the inside …

“Clarke?” she asked in a bewildered tone, eyes wide. “What are you doing here? Is it moving day already?”

The terrorgeist descended toward them.

“We need to get out of here!” Clarke shouted, handing Ashley over to Brooke. “Get back to the cars! I’ll draw it off!”

“Where are you going?” Emma asked.

“We are going back to the Greys! We can’t take this thing on by ourselves! Now go!”

He cast Fly and shot up into the night sky.

The terrorgeist rose after him, unrushed and unworried. He caught a taste of the creature’s magic as he flew past, sensed its cold, patient malice, and he wondered if it would ever give up. If it was even capable of abandoning its task. Would it pursue him night and day until one of them died or he relinquished the Scepter of Bone?

He skirted the circumference of the field, deliberately staying ahead of the terrorgeist to give the ladies enough time. Once he saw the cars light up, he zipped over to them and ducked into Emma’s Jetta. She hit the gas, and they sped off down the road behind Brooke and Sammy.

A green glow followed them down the dark road.

A green glow that dimmed with the distance until it vanished completely.


Eighteen


“She called it a terrorgeist?”

Hepatica frowned at the word, the steam from her mug rising to greet her bleary eyes. She’d thrown on a satin nightgown tied with a loose belt around the waist—leaving her deep cleavage exposed—before she joined Clarke and the others in the basement. Her daughters were above, double-checking the house’s defenses.

“Mean anything to you?” Clarke asked, nursing his own cup. Hyacinth had prepared coffee for everyone before attending to her duties upstairs.

“Maybe.” The witch sat down next to the angel, who looked about the room with wide eyes. “Ashley?”

“Yes?” The angel turned to her abruptly.

“How do you feel?”

“Fine.” Ashley looked around again. “What day is it?”

“Can you tell us what a terrorgeist is?”

“Yes.”

Hepatica waited for her to continue, and when she didn’t:

“Ashley?”

“Yes?”

“What’s a terrorgeist?”

“Don’t rush me. I’m not finished studying the spell.”

“Studying the …?” Hepatica bolted out of her seat. “Of course! The grimoire!”

The witch circled to the other side of the table and began flipping through the open tome.

“Is she going to be all right?” Clarke asked. “She’s been like this since the bonk to her head.”

“She should be fine,” Hepatica replied, not looking up. “Celestials are very difficult to harm. She just needs to sleep it off.”

“But I’ve never seen her sleep.”

“Yes, you have. She’s sleeping right now.”

“What?” Clarke observed Ashley, who stared back at him with wide, vacant eyes. “Excuse me, but this isn’t sleep.”

“‘Trance’ might be a better word.” Hepatica flipped to another page. “Call it dreaming or reliving snippets from the past or defragmenting her mental hard drive. I’m not sure we have a word for what’s going on in her head. You said she started babbling right before this?”

“Yeah. Along with a whole lot of weird names.”

“Sounds like the monster’s Fear aura triggered something. That’s good, though the rock to the head couldn’t have done her any favors.”

“How long is she going to be like this?”

“No idea. I’ll let you know when an expert on celestial beings shows up.”

Clarke frowned at the witch, but she was too engrossed in the grimoire to notice.

“Aha! Here it is. The spell for creating a terrorgeist.” Hepatica shifted the book over to afford everyone a better view.

Clarke skimmed the page. Some passages were blurred by the book’s protective magic, but he could read most of it. He grimaced when he came to the part about drawing the magic circle with the blood of a live human. Vampire blood was also necessary to bind the creature to its new master.

“What a horrific spell!” Emma exclaimed, cringing.

“This is dark, dark magic.” Hepatica sniffed disdainfully. “And powerful, too. The terrorgeist is formed from a human soul, captured and mutilated at the time of death. You’d have to be a monster to create something like this. You said it went after the scepter?”

“That’s what it looked like.” Clarke set his backpack on the table. “It always prioritized me, and I had the femur in my pack the whole time.”

“Then there’s a very good chance this is a parting gift from Heinrich. A guardian of sorts for the scepter.”

“That’s great and all.” Sammy leaned in. “But how do we kill it?”

“Technically, it’s already dead,” Hepatica pointed out. “What we need to do is break it open and free the soul inside.”

“Fine, so how do we do that?”

“I’m not sure. But studying the spell should help us.” Hepatica traced a finger down the page, but the blurs grew more intense, and soon the entire spell fell under an occluding haze. “The book’s fighting back. It doesn’t want to be read.”

“Is there anything you can do about⁠—”

Clarke stopped when he felt a gentle hand nudge him aside. He hadn’t realized Ashley had joined them. Everyone gave the angel space as she approached the table. She closed the grimoire, raised her hand, and then gave the leather binding a firm smack, like a mother spanking a child. She walked back to her chair and sat down without a single word.

Hepatica raised her halfmoon glasses and opened the book back to the terrorgeist spell.

“Ah, good. The blurs have retreated. Thank you, dear.”

Ashley glanced around the room, a pleased—if vacant—look on her face.

“Let’s see.” Hepatica traced her finger across an underlined passage. “The terrorgeist possesses a human-level intellect. It cannot speak or otherwise communicate with its master, but it understands verbal commands and can think independently to complete its objectives. If the man or woman used to create it was a mage, then the terrorgeist may possess some of their magic.”

“We know it has Telekinesis,” Clarke said. “We’ll have to watch out for other spells.”

“The terrorgeist also has a number of innate abilities and traits. You’ve already encountered its Fear aura, and its incorporeal nature makes it difficult to harm. It can also raise and control lesser undead.”

“Then Ashley may have been wrong,” Clarke said. “She dispelled a Ward on the scepter and thought that’s what was interfering with Olcott’s zombies. However, maybe the terrorgeist was behind this from the beginning.”

“Possibly.” Hepatica sat back and let her glasses hang from their strap. “In any case, it takes a powerful and experienced vampire to create such a monstrosity. Either Heinrich conjured this before he died …”

“Or we have another vampire in the area,” Clarke finished for her. “A powerful one, too.”

Hepatica nodded grimly.

“At least we know what it’s after,” Emma said.

“Yeah, about that.” Clarke unzipped his backpack and pulled out the bone scepter. He set it on the table next to the grimoire. “What can you tell us about this?”

“My, my. What have we here?” Hepatica raised her glasses again. She picked up the rune-etched femur and turned it over in her hands.

“It’s got to be something good, right? Any thoughts on what’s so special about it?”

“It’s a, hmm …”

She spun the femur around and picked at one of the runes with a polished nail.

“This is …”

She adjusted her glasses, brought the scepter close, and squinted at the runes.

“This is …”

“Yes?”

Hepatica set the femur down. “I have no idea.”
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“Got some thoughts on how to take down the terrorgeist.” Ixia set several boxes of ammunition on the table then sorted them by caliber. The members of Broken Fang gathered around her.

“Are you sure about this?” Emma asked. “My bullets went right through it.”

“I know, which is why I’ll need to enchant them with a different spell.” Ixia pulled a .44 Magnum cartridge out of the box. “All the bullets I prepped for you so far have the Break spell. It’s great for a lot of situations, but this isn’t one of them.”

“Is the terrorgeist immune to the debuff?” Clarke asked.

“Not exactly. The problem isn’t the spell itself but how it activates, which is on impact. Since the bullet didn’t hit anything, the Break spell never triggered. And even if it had, Break won’t solve the problems you had hurting the terrorgeist. Sure, it’ll weaken its armor, but the issue is hitting the thing at all.”

Ixia placed the Magnum cartridge upright on the table, then took out four .38 Special cartridges and set them upright in a group opposite the Magnum.

“Are those supposed to be us?” Sammy asked.

“Yes.”

“Why do we get represented by weenie bullets?”

“I’m sorry?”

“It’s okay, Ixia.” Clarke sidestepped to interpose himself between the two women. “Please show us your idea.”

“Sure. As should be obvious by now, the monster’s incorporeal nature is the main issue. So …” She picked up one of the smaller rounds and knocked over the .44 Magnum with it. “We need to hit it with a variant of Cripple, stripping the creature of its unnatural defenses and leaving it vulnerable to conventional attack.”

“Hell yeah!” Brooke exclaimed. “I’m all about conventional attacks!”

“You mean biting and tearing until there’s nothing left but red pulp?” Sammy asked.

“Exactly!”

“This sounds like a great idea, Ixia.” Clarke picked up the Magnum cartridge. “How soon can you have them ready?”

“Well, that’s where we may run into problems.” Ixia grabbed a book off the shelf and plopped it down beside the bullets. She opened it to a bookmark, then flipped a few pages forward. “Yeah, thought so. There are a few different variants of Cripple listed here, including one that can counter the incorporeal, but it’s not designed to be fired from a gun.”

“Meaning?”

“I need to tweak how it activates. That’s going to take time.”

Emma came up beside the witch and glanced over the page. “I can help you prepare the circle, though I doubt I’ll be any good at enchanting the bullets.”

“Thanks. I’ll take all the help I can get.”

“Ashley would lend a hand, too, but …” Emma glanced back at the angel, who stared vacantly around the room. “Yeah …”

“What about the terrorgeist’s Fear aura?” Clarke asked. “How do we counter that?”

“The house Wards should shield us,” Ixia replied. “Or at least mitigate the worst of the impact. But once you’re out in the field again …” She pointed at Ashley.

“What did Ashley use to counter the aura, anyway?”

“She created an opposing aura,” Emma explained. “One based on the Courage spell. A very potent version of it, too. I couldn’t feel anything from the terrorgeist after she cast it.”

“Then we’ll need her if we’re going to face that thing out in the open.” Clarke knelt beside Ashley’s chair. “Hey there.”

Ashley faced him.

“How are you feeling?”

She didn’t respond.

“Do you know where you are?” he continued.

“Yes.”

“And where might that be?”

“Why ask such a silly question?” She sighed. “I’m with you, of course.”
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Ixia and Emma began by modifying one of the magic circles in the basement—the one Ixia had originally used to enchant their Break bullets—while Clarke headed upstairs with the others to check in with Hepatica. They left Ashley downstairs, none of them sure what else to do with her.

Clarke found Hepatica in the kitchen, refreshed coffee mug in hand and her night gown replaced with more practical clothes. Hyacinth and Dahlia were there, too, clad in comfy sweatshirts and shorts, both looking haggard from the late hour and magical labors.

“My daughters have finished strengthening our defenses,” the senior witch began. “The place is as fortified as we can make it on such short notice, but I’m pleased with the results. In addition to the Wards already in place, Hyacinth has Armored the house itself, and Dahlia has spread her own brand of mischief around the lawn.”

“I outdid myself this time!” Dahlia declared with a luxuriant stretch, lit cigarette between her fingers. “One wrong step, and boom!”

“What about friendly fire?” Clarke asked.

“We can deactivate them at will,” Hepatica explained. “However, best not go outside without one of us present.”

“Don’t want to accidently blow your legs off!” Dahlia’s eyes flicked down to his crotch, and she grinned. “Or something more vital.”

“I’ll be sure to tell the others,” he replied dryly. “Do you need us for anything?”

“Not right now,” Hepatica said. “My daughters and I will keep watch, though I believe we’re safe for the moment. You three should try to get some sleep. Feel free to make use of Ixia’s bed.” She gave him a sly smile. “Though not in the manner you are accustomed.”

“We’ll behave ourselves.”

Clarke headed upstairs to the attic rooms with Brooke and Sammy. They all took turns showering and changing into fresh clothes, which they’d begun to pack in their cars, given the messy nature of their work. He wasn’t all too keen on sleeping in Ixia’s bed with another woman, but he and Brooke needed their rest, and they curled up together under the checkered sheets.

Sammy slept in one of the bathrooms, easing into her liquid form after plugging the drain.

Brooke snuggled up next to him, arm under his neck, legs wrapped around his. They both drifted into a peaceful sleep, which didn’t last long, because the door flew open.

“CLARKE!”

“Ah!” He bolted upright in bed and tossed the cover aside.

Brooke rose more gracefully, her ears upright, and swiveled to face the door.

“Downstairs, both of you!” Emma shouted. “We’ve got an emergency!”
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“What’s happening?” Clarke asked, hustling into the living room where the witches had already gathered.

Most of the house lights were off. Hepatica stood by a glass siding door overlooking the backyard, the drapes pulled aside. Dahlia sat atop her knees on the couch and watched the front lawn while Hyacinth sat cross-legged on the floor, eyes closed and head down.

“The house was just hit with a Scrying spell,” Hepatica said, letting the drape fall over the door. “A very forceful one. Whoever cast it wasn’t trying to be subtle.”

“You think it came from the terrorgeist?”

“I’m not sure. Something isn’t sitting right with me about the whole situation, but hell if I know what.”

“What do you need from us?”

“To be ready. We don’t know if this was merely a probe or the preamble to something bigger.”

“Got it.” He turned to Brooke. “Get up on the roof. You should be able to reach it easily enough through one of the dormer windows. Keep your wolf senses open. Holler if you spot anything.”

“On it!” Brooke rushed back upstairs, already starting to transform.

“Emma, grab your binoculars and join her.”

“Will do!” The succubus hustled out of the room.

“No damage to the Wards,” Hyacinth reported, her eyes still closed. “But the probe was deep. Whoever cast it saw the basement.”

“And the scepter, too, no doubt.” Hepatica crossed her arms. “Not good.”

“Another spell incoming.” Hyacinth opened her eyes. “It’s here.”

A magical spike that tasted like rust and blood trembled through the house.

“That felt like a hex,” Clarke said, looking around, not sure where to focus his attention.

Hepatica frowned. “Because it was.”

“The Antimagic Hex targeted our Wards along the backyard,” Hyacinth said.

Clarke and the other three witches hurried to the windows on that side. The dense tree line behind the house was an impenetrable wall of darkness.

His phone buzzed. He pulled it out and put it on speaker.

“Go ahead, Emma.”

“Greenish glow in the woods behind the house. Could be the terrorgeist.”

“Thanks. We’ll keep our eyes open down here.” He couldn’t see anything from his first-floor vantage. He set the phone down on the windowsill. “Ixia, you have any bullets for us?”

“Not yet, I’m afraid. We haven’t even completed the circle.”

Clarke nodded grimly. “And Ashley’s still out of it?”

“Still.”

“This could get ugly, then.”

“Maybe, but this is our home. If someone’s going to attack four witches when we have the home field advantage, they’d better bring their A game, because we won’t go down without a fight.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

A ripple of magic passed through the house, weaker this time. Snaps of green lightning crackled from tree to tree.

“That was another Antimagic Hex,” Hyacinth reported, eyes closed again. “It dispelled one of the backyard Wards.”

“Recast it,” Hepatica said.

Hyacinth bowed her head and placed her arms over her chest in an X. A magic circle formed out of nowhere beneath her, and the air—already permeated with magic—became dense with the scent of flowers and the soft sensation of falling petals coupled with hardened stone.

“Ward recast.”

“Let’s see what it does next,” Hepatica said quietly.

They kept their eyes on the backyard. Another crackle of green energy shot from tree to tree.

“Whatever’s out there is probing the Ward,” Hyacinth said.

“Is it holding?” Clarke asked.

“For now, yes.”

A green burst arced up the two tallest trees, followed by another spasm of arcane energy down low.

They waited in silence for long minutes for the next attack, but none came.

“Clarke,” Emma said quietly over the speaker phone. “Looks like it’s backing off.”

“Was it the terrorgeist?”

“I think so, but I only caught a glimpse of it through the trees.”

“Okay. Stay in position and keep your eyes peeled. It could swing around to hit us from a different angle.”

“Understood. Brooke and I have the place covered from up here.”

Clarke, the witches, and the ladies of Broken Fang spent the next hour watching every approach to the house for another attack.

None came.

Eventually, Clarke called Brooke and Emma down from the roof, and he tried to get at least a few hours of shuteye.

He fell asleep moments after his head hit the pillow.


Nineteen


Clarke awoke the next morning of his own accord, Brooke wrapped snugly around him. He stirred in bed, the first shafts of morning light peeking around the blackout blinds.

Brooke nuzzled his neck and kissed him there.

“Mornin,’” she murmured with a soft smile, eyes closed, ears relaxed. Her tail wagged once, and she stretched her arm over his broad chest.

“Good morning.” He wiped the sleep from his eyes. “Seems like we had a quiet night after everything settled down.”

“Seems so.” She nibbled at his neck. “But does it have to be a quiet morning?”

Her hand cupped his crotch.

“Brooke, I appreciate your enthusiasm, but we should probably get up. The witches had a long night.”

“Oh-kay.”

She untangled herself from him and they both rose from the bed, still fully dressed from last night. He rubbed at his face stubble and made his way to the nearest bathroom, where he’d stashed his overnight kit.

Sammy lay in the bathtub, filling about a third of it with her pink, gelatinous body. Her clothes sat folded in a neat pile on the sink countertop. Clarke brushed his teeth and then began to shave.

“Wha-thish-who-now?” muttered the Sammy-puddle without a mouth, the words vibrating from the upper surface.

“Morning, Sleepy.”

“Is it morning already?”

“It is. Time to get up.”

“Do I have to?”

“You do if you want a shot at breakfast. Sounds like someone’s cooking downstairs.”

The puddle rose to the edge of the bathtub, and a head, arms, and upper torso took shape. Sammy rested her hands on the lip, then plonked her chin on top of them.

“You know me that well, don’t you?”

“A good man pays attention to his lover’s habits.” He flashed a crooked smile. “Besides, you’re easy to predict when it comes to food.”

“Guilty as charged.”

She schlorped into her full human form, climbed out of the tub, and grabbed her clothes off the counter.

“What’s the game plan today?” she asked, dressing.

“We need to talk to the witches and figure out our next move. Also, I want to see how Ashley’s doing and if there’s anything we can do to help her along.”

“Sounds like we’re skipping class again.”

“Yeah, not with the terrorgeist on the loose.” He glanced over at the slime girl. “Is that a concern?”

“Not in the least,” she said with conviction. “Emma talked to me and the others. We’re all on board with your plan to minimize the time spent on our studies while also keeping it as a cover. Honestly, this is kind of a relief. Means I don’t need to be so worried about juggling both lives anymore.”

“I’m glad you see it that way.”

“All of us do. Ashley’s life as a student was always a facade, and Brooke, well …” Sammy chuckled softly. “She’d follow you through the Gates of Hell if you asked her.”

“I know she would.” He paused from shaving and gave her a curious look. “That’s not a thing I might have to do, is it?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“Good.” He resumed shaving. “Good. I have to check sometimes.”

“You and me both. But as far as I know, it’s just an expression. All I’m saying is you’re her alpha, and that carries a lot of weight for a werewolf.”

“I get that. But it’s important to me not to abuse that relationship.”

“Of course it is.” Sammy leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek. “If you didn’t care about us, you think you’d have a harem?”

“Nope.”

He finished shaving, and they headed downstairs with Brooke, all of them greeted by the smells and sounds of breakfast. Emma stood by the stove, managing multiple pans and waffle irons in a purple apron that read CULINARY MAGICIAN across the front in gold embroidery. The witches all sat around the dinner table in the adjacent room, Hepatica looking especially haggard. She nursed her coffee while her daughters poured out the dregs from a pitcher. Two coffeemakers percolated on the kitchen counter for the next round.

“Good morning!” the succubus said brightly, despite an edge of exhaustion.

“Morning. How’d the night treat you?”

“About as well as can be expected. Breakfast will be served shortly. We’ve got waffles, scrambled eggs, and sausage.”

One of the toasters popped, exposing two golden brown slices.

“And cinnamon raisin toast,” she added, gesturing to the toasters.

“Smells great as always.”

“Don’t mention it. It’s kind of relaxing after Ixia and I worked on the enchantment circle all through the night.”

“How’d that go?”

“You should have the first bullet today,” Ixia called over from the dining room. “You can’t rush perfection.”

“And I’m not trying to.”

“Ixia and I are going to grab ourselves some quick power naps after breakfast,” Emma said. “After that, it’s straight back to work on the circle.”

Hepatica looked over her steaming mug with lidded eyes. “Clarke, I have an offer to make.”

“What about?”

“Emma. I’ll trade you Dahlia for her.”

The succubus giggled and shook her head.

“Don’t do it, Clarke,” Ixia warned, grinning at the joke. “It’s not a fair trade.”

“Hey now!” Dahlia raised her chin haughtily. “I’ll have you know I can keep pace with a succubus all night long.”

Ixia’s grin turned sour. “That’s not what I meant.”

“But it’s what you were thinking.”

“No. Pretty sure I was referring to how you burn every dish you cook. You even scorched a tuna salad once, and that recipe doesn’t even require heat!”

“What’s wrong with that? A little char adds character to a dish.”

“Yes. A little. Plus you slather everything in hot sauce.”

“Nothing wrong with that, either. I like it when my food fights back.”

“I do, too, but not to the point where it kicks my teeth in.”

“Hmm.” Clarke frowned at the witches.

“You sure I can’t interest you in a trade, Clarke?” Hepatica asked whimsically.

“I think I’ll pass. By the way, how’s Ashley doing?”

“A lot better, thank you.”

The angel’s voice came from out of view. Clarke stepped into the dining room to find Ashley seated in a chair tucked into the corner, Heinrich’s true grimoire open on her lap.

“Hey, Ashley.” He gave her a tentative smile. “How’s it going?”

“Very well. I’ve been studying the terrorgeist summoning spell and have a few thoughts on how I can support the team next time we encounter it.”

“That’s great, but I was asking about you.”

“Ah.” Ashley closed the grimoire and set it on a cabinet. She rose and walked over to him. “I’m very sorry, Clarke.”

“Whatever for?”

“I let you down.” Ashley glanced around the room. “I let everyone down. You needed me against the terrorgeist, and I wasn’t myself. I don’t know how that happened; I can’t even recall what followed after the Fear aura hit me. But I do know I should have done more.”

“I don’t see it that way. Not in the slightest. You managed to push its aura back and gave us the breathing room we needed to get our wits together and act. You saved us.” He rested his hands on her shoulders. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, okay?”

“Thank you, Clarke.” Ashley smiled sadly at him. “That means a lot to me.”

“I’m just glad to see you’re feeling better.”

“I am, thank you.”

“Breakfast is served!” Emma swept into the dining room bearing two plates balanced on one arm and another in hand. She placed a towering stack of waffles on the table, followed by a mixture of sausage links and patties and a mound of scrambled eggs, then brought over the cinnamon toast and fresh coffee.

Clarke and some of the other ladies grabbed seats from the living room and pulled them up to the table. The witches scooched their chairs over to make room, and everyone dug into breakfast.

“Anything happen last night after we went to bed?” Clarke asked Hepatica.

“No. Not even a tickle across the Wards.”

“Do you think the terrorgeist gave up?”

“It wouldn’t give up on its own,” Hepatica replied. “That would require orders from its master. More likely, it’s making preparations for another attack. If it’s one of Heinrich’s, then it’ll keep coming until we stop it or it manages to steal the scepter. But I’m beginning to doubt if Heinrich created it.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I was able to trace the Scrying spell back to its source. Remember the lair you found near the North Star Construction jobsite? That’s where it came from.”

“But that’s …”

“All the way on the other side of Chester Creek. It’s a forty-five-minute drive from here to the address. Even allowing for the creature’s flight, it wouldn’t have reached us in time. Therefore, someone else cast the Scry.”

“A vampire.”

Hepatica nodded. “Indeed. I’m confident that’s exactly what we’re dealing with. A powerful one, too, if this vampire can create and control a terrorgeist.”

“But why use one of Heinrich’s old lairs?”

“Why not? He has no further need of it, and lairs switch hands often enough amongst competing vampires.”

“The vampire would have to have arrived recently, then. Within the past few weeks. Otherwise, we would have seen something when we took down that living mist.”

“True, but Olcott didn’t report any disturbances until recently, so the little information we have seems to line up. If we assume this new vampire possesses at least some understanding of Heinrich’s recent activities, then the interest in the Scepter of Bone makes sense.”

“Okay. Sounds reasonable to me. But now comes the harder question: what do we do about all this?”

“That’s a touchier issue.” Hepatica sat back, tapping her fingernails on the table. “This house is reasonably secure from attack, but there’s no guarantee it’ll remain that way. Especially if both the terrorgeist and this new vampire were to come at us together. The best option may be to deal with one and then the other in isolation, if we can.”

“A preemptive strike? Take out the vampire at Heinrich’s old lair?”

“That’s one possibility, yes.”

Clarke lowered his head and considered the situation. The Scepter of Bone—whatever it was—needed to stay in the Greys’ basement where it could receive protection from the house Wards. Likewise, someone needed to stay at the house, should the Wards fail, and it made sense for the witches to stand guard over their own home.

“How about this?” he began. “I take my team, and we check out the lair. The rest of you stay here and guard the scepter while we’re gone.”

“A reasonable proposal,” Hepatica replied, “but me and my daughters are spent. We need at least some sleep.”

“Then grab some winks this morning. We’ll head out once you’ve rested up.”

“That could work. Though I’m loath to split our forces.”

“It’s either this, or we wait for the enemy to come to us. Or we all go, and we take the scepter with us.”

“I’m not a fan of either of those.” Hepatica let out a tired sigh and checked her watch. “Very well, Clarke. We’ll go with your proposal. My daughters and I will get some sleep—say, about four hours. After which, you’re free to leave.”

“What if the terrorgeist shows up again?” Hyacinth asked, her tone quiet and concerned.

“Then we come back straight away,” Clarke said.

“It’ll take you at least forty-five minutes to reach us,” Ixia pointed out.

“More, actually. It’s a bit of a hike from the construction site to the lair, so call it an even hour. Can you hold out for that long?”

“Depends on what gets thrown at us,” Hepatica said. “For now, let’s finish breakfast and then get some sleep.”
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Clarke and the rest of Broken Fang headed out around 1 PM and arrived at the construction site a little after 2 PM due to bad traffic. Ixia had called Jeremy North ahead of time, and the patriarchal werebear had notified his employees of their impending arrival. They parked next to the jobsite, then skirted around it and began hiking their way to the lair.

“Got a question for you, Emma,” Clarke said as they cleared a small rise.

“What’s on your mind?” She rested a hand atop her rifle, which hung from a strap around her neck.

“It deals with how magic spells work. Last night, I saw a magic circle appear around Hyacinth out of thin air. She was recasting a Ward over the house. My question is: Where did the magic circle come from? It wasn’t drawn on the carpet, that’s for sure! Now, I’ve seen this phenomenon a few times, like when we fought Heinrich and he reanimated those golems. He was able to cast magic circles without going through the laborious process of creating the circle.”

“Ah. I see where you might be confused.”

“How are some people able to cast magic circles so quickly?”

“The trick is they aren’t. The magic circles you see? The ‘spontaneous’ ones? They are prepared ahead of time. They’re simply stored rather than cast, much in the same way Ixia places spells on our bullets.”

“So, it’s like a wizard memorizing spells in D&D?”

“Close enough. The magic circle is prepared in its entirety, and then the mage stores that potential magic. Granted, there are limits to how powerful the saved spell can be. Multi-focus circles are a complete no-go, like the circle we hit the true grimoire with. Also, storing a magic circle is tough. I’m personally rubbish at it, but I would imagine Hepatica’s daughters, as trained witches, would be more proficient with the technique.” Emma glanced over her shoulder. “How about you, Ash? Can you store circles?”

“I’m … not sure. I’ve never had a reason to try.”

Emma turned back to Clarke and shrugged.

They pressed on through the woods. Once they were in sight of the lair, they gathered behind a thick tree. Brooke shifted into a full werewolf, and Sammy left her jacket, jeans, and shoes with the succubus and angel.

Clarke activated his shield and summoned his sword.

“I don’t feel anything,” he said quietly, clustered with the others behind the tree.

“Neither do I,” Emma replied. “Ash?”

“Faint traces of decaying magic. Nothing I wouldn’t expect from this lair and the mist creature you killed.”

“We’ll take a closer look, then,” Clarke said. “Brooke, Sammy, with me.”

They advanced on the lair, and when they reached it, they realized the entrance was still exposed from when Brooke ripped the wooden hatch off its hinges.

“I don’t like this.” Sammy rocked the wood panel with her foot. “If someone’s using this place, why haven’t they concealed the stairs?”

“Something’s not right.” Clarke looked around but couldn’t spot anything out of place.

Brooke sniffed the air. She crouched beside the stairs and drew in a deep breath.

“Got something?” Clarke asked.

“Maybe. Someone has been through here.” She dropped onto all fours and sniffed across the ground leading to the stairs. “Another scent. Very faint. Human or demihuman.”

“Our new vampire?” Clarke asked.

“Maybe.” She rose to her feet. “Want me to sweep ahead? Sniff around for clues?”

“No, we’ll stick together. I’ll go first.”

He started down the stairs, each step creaking under his weight.

The air changed, grew hotter as it flowed up out of the lair. His shirt flapped in the sudden gust, and the skin of his face prickled with sweat. Magic touched his senses: iron mixed with hatred and brimstone.

“Get back!” he cried—a split second before an explosion roared up the stairs. The blast slammed into him, catapulting him away like a misshapen cannonball riding a tongue of flame. He arced through the air, red energy snapping across his body before his back crunched against the forest floor, and his shield flickered away. He lay there for a few seconds, motionless, staring up at the sky, limbs spread.

Brooke and Sammy ran over to him.

He coughed and sat up, swiping his hand back and forth to banish the smoke rising off his body.

“You okay?” Brooke asked urgently.

“An Immolation trap. Didn’t see it in time.” He coughed into a fist. “Fuck, that hurt!”

Brooke offered him a clawed hand. He took it, and she hauled him to his feet.

“That would have killed a regular human.”

“Then it’s a good thing I’m not regular.” He let out another dry cough. “My mouth tastes like an ashtray.”

“Is he okay?” Emma shouted, peeking with Ashley from behind their tree.

Sammy responded with a thumbs-up.

“I should have spotted that one.” Clarke patted down his clothes, releasing puffs of smoke.

His phone vibrated against his leg. He fished it out with a frown, saw it was from Hepatica, and put her on speaker.

“World’s worst vampire slayer, Clarke speaking. How may I direct your call?”

“Clarke, this is no time for games. We’ve got a situation brewing here.”

“Sorry. What’s going on?”

“We were hit with another Scrying spell, followed by a Hex three times as strong as what struck us last night. Half the Wards are down and the rest are hanging on by a thread. Hyacinth is patching up what she can, but if you ask me, we’re about to be hit and hit hard.”

“Understood, but this is very strange timing. We just reached the lair, and you called right after that. If someone’s going to attack the house, now is the perfect time.”

“I see your point. Did any spells trip when you approached the lair?”

“You could say that.” He cleared his throat noisily. “I got hit with an Immolate trap. There may have been more, but I was too busy watching my life flash before my eyes.”

“Then it’s likely our mystery vampire knows where you are.”

Clarke nodded, the pieces falling into place. “We’ve been drawn away from the house.”

“Hurry back. We’ll do what we can to hold the fort.”

“Got it. Heading back.” He pocketed the phone, and they jogged over to Emma and Ashley. “We need to get back to the Greys as soon as possible. Brooke, Sammy, sprint back to your cars and head for their home. Speed as much as you dare.”

“Okay, but what about you?” Sammy asked.

“Got something else in mind.”

“I know that face,” Emma said with a smile. “You’ve got an idea, and it’s a good one.”

“I hope so.” He returned her smile. “How risky would it be for the three of us to fly back?”


Twenty


Clarke, Emma, and Ashley shot through the air, keeping low to the ground, the city of Chester Creek flashing by. He could have carried Brooke or Sammy—perhaps even both—but the situation called for speed, and that meant traveling light. The Greys were under attack now, and he needed to reach them as soon as possible.

Brooke and Sammy will catch up, he told himself.

Ashley’s Concealment spell wavered around his body, turning him and the winged ladies into translucent blurs. It wasn’t a subtle spell—any mage would immediately recognize it—but Ashley believed it would keep them obscured from the general populace.

Wind whipped past his face, drying out his eyes, and he squinted at the distant pillar of black smoke.

“Are we too late?” he shouted over the wind.

“I don’t think so!” Ashley shouted back. “Some of the Wards are still up!”

“Let’s hope you’re right!”

They flew across the development, passing close to the roofs, until they arrived at the Grey house. Smoke billowed up from the backyard, and a witch crouched beside one of the dormer windows.

He landed next to the young witch, her wild blonde hair fluttering from the hot updraft. The Concealment spell—already a frail, loud, rushed piece of magic—dispelled as soon as his boots touched the shingles. He cast Sanguine Shield, and red energy shimmered around his body.

“Oh, hey there!” Dahlia cracked a lopsided smile, embers rising from her upturned palm. “Welcome to the barbeque, Clarke! I didn’t expect you to grace us with your presence for another half hour or so.”

“It’s just the three of us for now.” He checked over his shoulder.

Ashley and Emma landed back near the roof’s ridge and folded their wings. Emma unslung her rifle and joined them along the eaves overlooking the backyard while Ashley studied the blaze, her expression cool and composed.

Clarke crouched beside Dahlia. “What’s the situation?”

“We’ve been hit multiple times by someone’s idea of cannon fodder. Enthralled wild animals and raised dead ones. Trash like that. Normally, they wouldn’t be an issue, but someone keeps slamming the house with high-powered spells.”

“The terrorgeist?”

“Or its master. Hyacinth is downstairs shoring up the Wards, and Mom is helping her out, but our defenses won’t last long at this rate. Me, I’m playing whack-a-mole from up here.”

“What about Ixia?”

“She’s in the basement, trying to finish up at least one Cripple bullet.”

“Has the terrorgeist shown itself?”

“Not yet, but it’s got to be close.” Dahlia gazed toward the tree line bordering the backyard, her violet eyes narrowing. “I can feel the bastard probing us. Like a dark hand brushing across my mind.”

“It’s out there, Clarke,” Emma said. “I don’t know where, but it’s out there.”

He gave the succubus a curt nod of agreement. “How are you on ammo?”

“I have four Break shots and plenty of regular bullets.”

“That’ll help!” Dahlia said brightly.

“All right.” Clarke shifted to make room. “Emma, you post up here with Dahlia. Ashley? Stick with them and be ready with that Courage aura. We’ll need it when the terrorgeist shows.”

Emma and Ashley took up their positions.

Green lightning snapped across the tree line. Saplings stirred, and shadows shifted past the underbrush.

“Here comes the next wave.” Dahlia chuckled softly. “Man, the neighbors are going to bitch at us tomorrow!”

“Out of curiosity,” Clarke began, “what will they make of all this?”

“Not sure. Maybe fireworks and a bonfire. Hard to say how the control spells will warp a sustained attack like this.”

“Is the backyard safe for me to fight across?” Clarke asked.

“One second.”

Dahlia made a fist and held it against her chest. Two magic circles flashed brightly, and a few more flickered with missing runes. The witch opened her hand, and the circles vanished.

“You catch where I planted those?”

“I did.”

“Don’t step on them, and maybe keep your distance if you can. Everywhere else is fine.”

“Got it.” He rose to his feet, one boot on the edge of the eaves.

More greenish energy crackled from tree to tree. Paired eyes burned within the shadows like malevolent pinpricks.

Clarke snapped out his thirstblade. “Ladies?”

“Go do your thing, Clarke.” Emma shouldered her rifle and clicked the safety off. “We’ll cover you from up here.”

He gave them a nod and jumped off. He landed heavily in the grass and took a few steps out into the backyard. Patches of grass had been scorched black, some smoldering with smoke, and two shallow craters had been blasted bald by Dahlia’s magic.

More burning eyes opened along the border, and a hulking shape joined them.

Clarke held his position near the center of the yard, eyes firm, shoulders straight, sword crackling with energy at his side.

The smoke stirred from a sharp gust, cold, like an exhale from an ancient grave. Clarke’s skin prickled at the sudden drop in temperature, and he sensed a soundless magical command on the air.

The underbrush rustled, and the first creature bolted into the clear. It was a deer, its belly torn open and the flesh around its face hanging loose. Green corpse fire burned within empty sockets.

More animals emerged from the tree line: foxes, raccoons, an eight-point buck, squirrels, rats, and a few he couldn’t identify. Some moved fluidly while others lurched and twitched forward with unnatural gaits, pieces of their bodies missing. A few were nothing but skeletons held together with ragged, decayed flesh and snaps of magic.

A fox dashed across one of Dahlia’s unseen spells, and a fiery burst cracked the air. The fox disintegrated in the fierce uprush of magic, and pieces of it flew high. A raccoon triggered another spell, and the explosion obliterated the front of the creature. Its hindquarters flew back into the forest like a punted football.

“Glad you’re on our side, Dahlia!” Clarke called out without turning.

“I know! Right? Isn’t Fire magic awesome?”

“Can’t argue with that!”

The wave of dead or enthralled creatures rushed forward, some falling to Dahlia’s traps, but not nearly enough. The outermost spells must have been weakened by the earlier attacks, and soon the animals trampled across those freely, embers rising from the drained runes.

Clarke dipped into the reservoir of his own life and drank from it, turning blood into magic to fuel the arcane engine within his chest. Abilities opened within his mind, ready, awaiting his command.

He drew more power, expanding the spell, and then cast Blood Freeze across a wide arc in front of him.

The smallest creatures seized up and collapsed, the force of his magic wracking their bodies. The spell turned blood into a congealed sludge that killed the small, live ones almost instantly and broke the magic animating the dead.

With that one spell, he swept the battlefield clean of nuisances, allowing the defenders to focus on the larger threats.

Dahlia lobbed a spell. The fireball arched over his head, leaving a trail of cooling cinders. It struck the undead deer and obliterated it in a snap-flash of light and heat.

Emma fired one carefully-aimed shot after another, each sharp report splitting the air. His blood magic hadn’t killed the larger creatures, but it had slowed them, and Emma felled several foxes and raccoons.

The eight-point buck snarled at Clarke, green steam snorting out of its flared nostrils. It dropped its antlered head and charged.

Clarke dodged to the side with almost contemptuous ease, and his thirstblade whispered through the beast’s neck. The buck took two more steps forward, then paused. Its head slid off, and the body dropped to the ground.

His thirstblade autocast Drain, and the animal’s life force became his, topping off his reserves.

A bestial roar pierced the air, and branches snapped beyond the tree line. That huge, hulking shape from before rose, revealing itself to be a black bear. Its eyes burned with arcane malice, and green steam exhaled with each angry breath. It roared once more then charged into the open.

“My, aren’t you a big boy,” Clarke muttered under his breath, standing his ground.

The bear rushed him, surprisingly swift for such a huge beast. Its body rippled with powerful muscles, and its claws gleamed with arcane light. Runes pulsated across its limbs and forehead. Emma fired several shots into the flexing folds along its back.

The bullets might have been tossed pebbles for all the creature seemed to care.

Dahlia lobbed another fireball, but the bear dodged the ponderous projectile and barreled on toward Clarke. The spell erupted behind the beast in a brief, blinding flash, and the bear lunged at him, its maw wide.

Clarke sidestepped the monster, and his sword cut through its flank. Skin, fat, muscle, and bone split open from one shoulder to the base of its ribs, but it didn’t seem to notice. Didn’t seem to care. It shot past him and charged at the house itself.

“Oh, no you don’t!”

Clarke cast a focused version of Blood Freeze on the bear, and it staggered but managed to still maintain its footing. It snarled, snapped its jaws, and galloped onto the patio.

The house’s inner defenses triggered: spells exploded underneath the bear, and a wall of runes cut through it. Its own runes blazed in response, and the competing spells clashed in a whirlwind of magic.

The arcane stench of iron soaked the air, so strong it almost burned Clarke’s mind. More sensations flooded his senses: heat and rage and an iron ball covered with spikes.

The runes on the bear glowed hot, and Clarke squinted, covering his face. He brought up his sword⁠—

The bear exploded, and the force threw him back. Shrapnel made from meat and bone tore through the patio, shredding the cloth awning and wood floor with equal ease. Windows shattered and splinters flew in every direction.

Energy rippled outward like a wave of undulating reality.

Spells flickered across the house’s perimeter.

Fading.

Fading.

And gone.

“Clarke!” Dahlia cried. “That took out all our Wards and traps! We’re defenseless!”

Hepatica kicked open the back door and stepped onto the ruins of her patio, Hyacinth behind her. The senior witch stared at something rising above and beyond Clarke, her eyes wide and afraid.

He spun around to see what it was.

The terrorgeist ascended above the tree line, translucent wings spread, green flames burning within its grilled iron mask. It held out its slender hands, raised them with open palms, reached out with its magic⁠—

—and filled them all with Fear.
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“Oh, no you don’t!” Ashley shouted.

Clarke was on his knees, though he couldn’t recall how he got there.

“These people are under my protection!”

The angel’s voice was a clear silver note that pierced the fog suffocating his mind. He climbed back to his feet and glanced over his shoulder to find her standing atop the roof, wings spread, halo golden against the clear sky.

He faced the terrorgeist once more and raised his sword.

The monster descended toward them, its naked, ghostly feet skimming over charred grass.

Fear snaked into Clarke’s mind like a cold, anxious sweat, but he fought it back, his thoughts buttressed by Ashley’s counter-aura. He kept his eyes fixed on the monstrosity as it silently approached.

Emma fired a shot, but the bullet passed through its body, leaving a brief tunnel of smoke. Dahlia flung a fireball, but the terrorgeist raised one hand, almost casually, and the magical orb stopped.

“Oh, that’s not good,” Dahlia muttered.

The terrorgeist flicked its wrist, and the fireball zipped back at them. Emma and Ashley took to the air, and Dahlia jumped off the roof.

“SHIT!” the young witch cried.

Clarke cast Fly and leaped toward her. He caught Dahlia midair and spun the two of them around.

The fireball smashed through the roof and exploded, blasting shingles everywhere. Bits of debris bounced off Clarke’s back, and he landed lightly on the ground. He set Dahlia back on her feet, her eyes wide, chest heaving with deep breaths.

“Fuck, that was close!”

“You good?” He placed a hand on her shoulder and urged her back. “We need to take this thing on together.”

“Yeah, but how? It can catch my spells!”

“Don’t know.” He watched the terrorgeist float toward them. “I’m still figuring that part out.”

“My bullets are useless, Clarke!” Emma called down to him. “I can’t help you!”

“Then stay clear! We’ll handle this! Hepatica?” He sidestepped over to the witch, keeping his eyes on the terrorgeist. “Got anything up your sleeves?”

“Maybe,” she said, her voice tense, close to the point of cracking. “If you can buy me and my daughters some time.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

Clarke took a deep breath. His muscles tensed, and he exploded forward, rushing the monster. It watched him come and tilted its head to the side. Clarke slashed his blade through its body, pulling free a trail of wispy vapors.

The light behind the terrorgeist’s mask flared, and it backed away. An angry slash pulsed across its body, beginning to fade. It raised both hands, and bits of wood and bone floated off the ground. The terrorgeist twirled its fingers, and every piece spun around, angling their sharpest points toward Clarke.

The monster jerked its hands inward; the debris converged on him like an explosion in reverse. Clarke cast Fly and leaped into the air. A few pieces cut across his legs, flashing red against his shield, but he managed to avoid the rest. The debris crisscrossed beneath him.

The terrorgeist spun one hand, and the debris angled upward then blasted toward him. He darted to the side, but the terrorgeist tracked him, and splinters rained against his body. His shield flickered. Slivers began to punch through, slashing across his body hard enough to cut cloth and draw blood.

He landed to one side of the terrorgeist, his defenses wavering.

“Hepatica! I can’t keep this up forever!”

“Almost there!”

Hepatica hunched forward, head bowed, energy gathering between her palms. A magic circle—comically crude—glowed around her feet. Dahlia and Hyacinth stood behind her, each with a hand on her shoulders. Her daughters’ faces were tense with concentration and exertion.

The terrorgeist cocked its head and regarded the witches.

“No!” Clarke snapped, running over to interpose himself between the monster and the witches. “Me! Your fight’s with me!”

The terrorgeist reached out. Magic filled the air, so thick Clarke thought he might suffocate. Hepatica gasped, and the energy between her palms dispersed in a rain of glowing flower petals.

The terrorgeist drew its hand back in a slow summoning gesture, and Hepatica floated toward the creature, arms and legs rigid, her feet dragging across the blackened grass. The monster brought her to a halt and appraised her through the burning slits of its mask. It reached a ghostly hand toward her chest, and the witch screamed, unable to pull back.

Clarke dashed forward and cut down through the monster’s forearm. Its hand vanished into ethereal mist, and it recoiled in silent pain. Clarke angled his blade, readying a deep plunge, but the terrorgeist made a pushing gesture, and pure force slammed into him.

He flew back, high and fast and far enough to kill a normal human on impact, but he didn’t let that happen. He cast Fly and brought himself under control.

The terrorgeist re-formed its missing hand, slipped translucent fingers into Hepatica’s chest⁠—

—and squeezed.

The witch cried out, eyes wide, muscles convulsing throughout her body.

Clarke landed beside the terrorgeist and rushed in, but the terrorgeist floated back, perhaps not eager to taste his blade again. Its hand slid out of the witch, and she dropped to the ground, a limp, twitching mass. She coughed; blood splattered the burnt soil.

“Mom!” Dahlia called out, rushing over with Hyacinth.

“What did I tell you?” Clarke snarled, placing himself in front of the witches. “Your fight … is with me!”

The terrorgeist faced him fully, and fierce flames danced behind its mask.

“CLARKE!”

He saw Ixia in the corner of his eye as she dashed out of the house and raised a fist.

“Clarke, catch!”

Ixia threw a small brassy object toward him. It glinted as it spun through the air, and he caught it.

“Oh, hell yes!”

He drew the revolver from his shoulder harness, released the cylinder, and swung it open. The extractor rod pushed the six loaded bullets out of the cylinder, and they fell in a tinkling rain.

Clarke loaded the single bullet Ixia had tossed him, closed the cylinder, and brought the weapon up into a firm, two-handed grip. He lined up the iron sights on the monster’s torso.

The terrorgeist cocked its head, flames cooling in what might have been a look of confusion or curiosity.

Clarke pulled the trigger, and the pistol barked. The bullet splashed through the monster’s ethereal chest and sailed into the woods, but Ixia’s spell activated in the process.

The terrorgeist writhed in silent pain. Its body clouded over, transitioning from ghostly to solid. A shudder coursed through it, and it raised its mask, inner flames crackling with an audible sound this time.

The creature breathed in, and then out, flaming air rasping through the vents of its mask. It raised a hand toward him.

Clarke’s blade sang through the air. He hewed the terrorgeist’s hand off at the wrist, and it dropped wetly to the ground.

The creature let out a shrill, piercing screech. It flapped its broad wings and rose above them, then turned and fled back over the woods. Clarke was about to cast Fly to chase after it, but then he realized the monster was fading into unreality once more. Ixia’s bullet had only dispelled its incorporeal defenses briefly.

Clarke didn’t know if he could finish the creature off in time, and an attack right now might force the monster to stand and fight.

And so, he let it go. He lowered his sword and watched as the monster faded and fled until it disappeared entirely from view.

He holstered the pistol and walked back over to the witches. Hepatica remained on the floor, surrounded by her daughters.

“How is she?” he asked, his voice soft.

Ixia was the first to look up. Tears had turned her mascara into dark trails down her cheeks. She grimaced uncertainly and shook her head.

“I don’t know,” she replied, almost in a whisper. “I don’t know.”
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Ashley used Telekinesis to carry Hepatica to the basement, where her daughters were busy converting one of the magic circles. The celestial set Hepatica down in the center while the daughters prepared the spell.

“How bad is it?” Clarke asked quietly, standing back with Ashley and Emma.

“Bad,” Ashley replied, keeping her voice down. “The terrorgeist planted multiple spells in her, including Paralyze, Agonize, and Decay. The combination will kill her if they can’t remove them in time.”

“What can we do to help?”

“Besides staying clear and letting her daughters work?” Ashley frowned. “Not a whole lot. It’ll take too long for us to craft a more powerful circle, so it’s the three of them or nothing.”

“Do you think she’ll pull through?”

Ashley hesitated before responding, a look of reluctance in her eyes.

“To be honest, Clarke, her daughters aren’t strong enough to stop the spells in time.”

“Don’t you dare say that!” Ixia snapped, her eyes shimmering with tears. “We’re not losing her!”

“I’m sorry. I …” Ashley let out a slow sigh. “I think I’ll head upstairs. Call if you need anything.”

The angel departed with the sound of creaking stairs.

Emma gave Clarke’s shoulder a pat and followed Ashley out.

Clarke watched the Grey triplets try to save their mother. Dahlia and Ixia reworked the magic circle at a feverish pace, replacing the runes and charging them with mana, while Hyacinth kept her hands on Hepatica’s head and stomach, perhaps attempting to stabilize her with a spell or two.

Hepatica’s eyes were closed. Blood caked her lips. Her skin glistened with sweat, and she twitched at random.

Clarke tried to think of something—anything—he could do to help. He ran through his list of spells but didn’t find any answers. His magic was too self-centered and offensive, too focused on powering him up to face and kill vampires. He wasn’t a healer, and the brief time Hepatica had left was too short for him to learn a new trick.

He watched the daughters in silence, listened to the soft yet urgent words being exchanged between them. Most of it was technical, magical jargon to him, though he caught enough snippets to parse out the truth.

Hepatica wasn’t going to make it.

Ixia and her sisters were about to lose their mother, and there was nothing he could do to prevent it.

He lowered his head in thought, searching his memory for some obscure solution.

What else could he do?

“Her daughters aren’t strong enough to stop the spells in time.”

Ashley’s words came back to him, resonating in his mind as if trying to trigger an elusive thought. The words echoed in his head, like the ripples from a memory floating just out of reach, a hair’s breadth away from clearer recollection.

Why did it feel that way?

“Her daughters aren’t strong enough to stop the spells in time.”

Why did these words tease at his memories, even as they tore at his heart? He found his eyes drawn to Ixia, to the young witch crouched beside her dying mother, helpless to stop her advancing demise. She fought against the inevitable with every ounce of her strength.

Strength …

Strength …

Why did the word resonate with him so clearly?

Why did⁠—

—and then he realized why.

He patted his jeans desperately. His fingers found the tube’s impression within a pocket, and he fished it out.

Good, he thought with some relief. It didn’t bust open in the fight.

He approached the witches.

“Ixia?”

“What?” she snapped without looking up.

He didn’t blame her for the outburst; her feelings must have been a tortured mess, and he didn’t let himself feel the bite of her words. Instead, he responded with a soft, calm voice.

“Would this help?”

He held the vial out in an open palm.

Ixia glanced up at the vial. Her eyes widened when she realized what it was.

“That’s …”

“The spare mana booster you gave me. Can you use this to save your mother?”

Ixia accepted the vial, her hands close to trembling.

“Clarke, I don’t know what to say.” She seemed to be on the verge of fresh tears.

“There’s nothing to say. Save your mother. That’s all that matters right now.”

Ixia nodded, then held the vial out between her sisters. They all exchanged knowing looks.

“Hyacinth should take it,” Dahlia said. “She can keep Mom stable while we finish the circle.”

“Agreed,” Ixia replied, then gave the vial to her sister.

“I can do this.” Hyacinth popped the stopper and drained the vial in one long gulp.

“No,” Ixia corrected, a glimmer of hope in her voice. “We can do this.”
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Ixia trudged up the stairs about an hour later.

Clarke rose from the living room couch.

“Will she make it?” he asked softly.

“She should.” Ixia wiped a hand across her brow. “It was touch and go there for a while, but we had Hyacinth leading the circle, and she managed to dispel that awful magic eventually. Mom’s resting right now. Hyacinth is keeping watch while Dahlia and I take a breather.”

Dahlia climbed the stairs behind Ixia, her shoulders slumped from exhaustion.

“Emma’s in the kitchen with the others,” Clarke said. “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind cooking dinner.”

“Sounds like just what I need.” Dahlia gave his shoulder a squeeze. “Good thinking back there, Clarke.”

She passed between him and Ixia, heading for the kitchen.

“You, too?” Clarke asked Ixia.

“In a minute. Mind if I have a private word with you first?”

“Not at all.”

He followed Ixia up to her room. She closed the door behind them.

“I want to apologize to you,” she began, her eyes low.

“Whatever for?”

“For snapping at you. I shouldn’t have done that. Especially when all you were doing was trying to help.”

“Come on.” He took hold of her shoulders. “We were all under a lot of stress, you especially. Don’t give it another thought.”

“I know, but there’s more.” She looked up into his eyes. “You saved my mother, and you didn’t have to do that.”

“What are you saying? Of course I did. I couldn’t stand by and let her die. Not if I had some way to help.”

“Not everyone would have done the same thing in your shoes. Think about it, Clarke. My mom pressured you into giving up your firstborn, your child, the kid I now carry. Everything she’s done for you has come with a price tag plastered on the side. On top of that, a terrorgeist and its master are still out there, and you’re likely to face them again.”

“You saying I should have saved that vial for myself?”

“No. But I am saying a lot of people would have made that call. They would have kept it.”

“Not me.”

“No.” She gave him a soft smile. “Not you.” She drew close to him, resting her head against his chest, arms wrapped around him.

He placed a hand on the back of her head and hugged her tight. They stayed like that, just enjoying the simple comfort and warmth of the embrace.

“Clarke?”

“Yes?”

“I have one more thing I need to say to you.”

She took a step back, both of them holding the other at arm’s length. Her gaze was low, centered on his chest.

“Clarke, I know we didn’t meet under the best of circumstances. But I want you to know I’m not my mother. I’m not the sort who’d take advantage of you if you give me an inch. I care about you, and …” She looked up at him with timid eyes. “And I hope you care about me, too.”

“Of course I do,” he said without hesitation. “You’re a remarkable woman, Ixia, and I’m glad to have met you.”

“Just glad?” she asked hopefully.

“You know what we have is more than that.”

“But I want to be certain about this. I want you to hear it clearly from me. I love you, Clarke. I really do.” She glanced away. “Do you … think you could love someone like me?”

“I don’t think.” He raised her chin with a gentle hand. “I know.”

Her eyes glistened, and she smiled up at him.

“I love you, Ixia. With all my heart.”

He bent down toward her. Their lips met, and they kissed.


Twenty-One


“It cannot stay here.” Hepatica thumped the table in the basement, and the Scepter of Bone wobbled.

Clarke placed a hand on top to bring it to rest. He and the ladies of Broken Fang had spent another night with the Greys, and Hepatica had risen Wednesday morning with the rest of them, revitalized, if somewhat distraught from her brush with death. Almost everyone had freshened up, with Hyacinth as the lone exception. Her face was haggard from the long night caring for her mother.

“I understand your concerns,” Clarke said.

He glanced around the table, his eyes skimming across his lovers and the Grey witches. Or both, in Ixia’s case. Ixia seemed to have an added spring in her step ever since her confession, though she’d kept their interactions cool and professional in front of the others. He would need to discuss the situation with the others; for the moment, he knew they had more immediate concerns to deal with.

“But we can’t just abandon it,” he continued. “The scepter is clearly a valuable artifact of some nature, which means we need to keep it out of vampiric hands.”

“Wherever we keep it,” Ixia replied, “it can’t be here. The house’s Wards have been shattered, and it’ll take us weeks to rebuild them. In the meantime, we’re wide open to another attack. The scepter is probably safer in a random ditch than it is with us.”

“If not here, then where?” Clarke asked.

“I don’t know.” Hepatica sat back with a sigh. “But I’m less concerned with where it goes; I just want it gone. It needs to be kept somewhere that doesn’t place me, my home, and—most importantly—my daughters in peril.”

“But what are our options, really?” Clarke turned to Ashley. “Do we have a suitable location?”

“Not yet. I’ve only started Warding the mansion. A creature like the terrorgeist would tear through its defenses like they were damp tissue. I need more time to fortify the location.”

“Anywhere else we could use?”

“None that come to mind.”

Clarke looked around the table again. “Surely we have more options than a random hole in the ground.”

The table grew quiet, save for the tapping of Hepatica’s fingernails.

“What do we need to protect the scepter?” Clarke asked, trying to rekindle the discussion.

“A defensible location,” Emma said. “One that can stand up to the terrorgeist and its vampiric master.”

“At least long enough for us to figure out what this thing is.” Ashley tapped the runic femur.

“Which isn’t a trivial ask.” Ixia blew out a breath. “For now, I’m going to keep enchanting bullets. The process will be faster now that we’ve completed the circle.”

“Good,” Clarke said. “That’ll help a ton next time we face that thing.”

“But we still can’t keep it here,” Hepatica said.

“I understand that.” Clarke leaned in. “But surely, between all the Grey family’s contacts, you know someone who can help us? Don’t you have allies you can call upon? Favors you can cash in?”

“Perhaps there is someone.” Hepatica stopped tapping the table. “A mage powerful enough to protect the scepter and perhaps even help us shed some light on its purpose. A man who is very knowledgeable when it comes to bones.”

Hepatica raised her eyebrows while Ixia slouched in her chair with a glum expression.

“You don’t mean …” Ixia muttered.

“I do.” Hepatica placed her phone on the table.

“Oh gawd!” Ixia slouched deeper and covered her eyes. “Not him!”

“Now, now. Don’t judge. Everyone has their quirks.” Hepatica pulled up the number and placed the call with her phone’s speaker on.

It rang several times before a crotchety voice answered.

“What?!”

“Sebastian, darling,” Hepatica replied smoothly. “How are you on this fine day?”

“Terrible,” Olcott replied gruffly. “What’s this about?”

“Business, of course. I find myself in need of your services.”

“This really isn’t a good time.”

“Now, Sebastian. Is that any way to treat a fellow mage? What seems to have your corpses in a knot?”

“It’s, well … It’s been one of those weeks.”

“Tell me about it. Things have been exciting over here at the Grey house.”

“You, too?”

“Probably not in the same way, but yes.”

“Sorry to hear that.” Olcott sighed. “And sorry about taking my frustrations out on you. Can we restart this conversation from the top?”

“Consider it all forgiven and forgotten.”

“Thanks. What do you need?”

“I find myself in possession of an artifact. One I believe you can help me with.”

“What sort of artifact?”

“The kind vampires will kill for. Beyond that, I really can’t say anything for certain.”

“Then what makes you believe I can help you?”

“It was fashioned from a human bone. A femur, to be precise, every inch of it etched with runes.”

The call fell silent except for the occasional heavy breath against the receiver.

“Sebastian, dear?”

“Just thinking. Just thinking,” he replied quickly. “Sounds … intriguing! But I’m sensing a catch here.”

“You’d be right, and it’s a rather large one. Ever hear of a terrorgeist?”

“Of course. It’s a very advanced form of undead. Wouldn’t touch the spell myself, but I’m familiar with the principles behind creating one. Requires a human soul and lots of blood, some of it vampiric. Terribly difficult to make. Why do you ask?”

“Think you could take one on if you had to?”

“What? Me, versus an undead? Pah! Who do you think you’re talking to?” Olcott cleared his throat noisily. “But this is all theoretical, right?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Oh? Oh! Wait, someone really sicced a terrorgeist on this artifact?”

“So it would seem.”

“That’s rather excessive.”

“Can you keep it safe for us? At least for a little while?”

“Should be able to. Any undead traipsing onto my turf is in for a nasty surprise!”

“That’s what I hoped you would say. And as for the artifact itself …”

“Yes, yes. I’ll take a look for you.” Olcott chuckled. “But I’m not doing this out of the kindness of my heart, you know. If I do this for you, how about we call ourselves even and you clear out my debts?”

Hepatica’s eyes narrowed. “All of them?”

“You have someone else in mind for this job?”

“Fine. You protect and study the artifact, and I’ll absolve your debts.”

“Deal!” he replied gleefully. “How soon can you bring it over?”
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“Are we really doing this?” Clarke asked.

He stood outside Raising Standards with Ixia, the scepter in his backpack. The rest of Broken Fang waited beside their cars, just in case.

“Is Olcott really the guy to keep this thing safe?” He tugged on the strap over his shoulder. “He didn’t seem all that competent when we met him.”

“First impressions can be deceiving,” Ixia replied with a grimace. “He’s one of the more powerful mages in the area, and his specialty makes him ideal for the job. Besides, if the terrorgeist does manage to snatch the scepter, we’ll be able to follow it thanks to the Tracking spell Mom cooked up. She hid it well, too.”

“I guess there’s that. But you don’t look happy about the situation.”

“That’s just my undead hangup at work.” She bobbed her head toward the door. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

Clarke held the door for her, and the zombie receptionist let Olcott know they were coming. They headed back through the building and met him in his office. He rose from behind his desk with an expansive grin and spread his arms.

“Ixia and Clarke! What a pleasure it is to see you again so soon!”

“Likewise, sir,” Clarke replied, shaking the necromancer’s hand.

“That was top-notch work with my bridge crew. Haven’t had any drop dead since you swept the area.”

“I’m glad to hear we helped.”

“You absolutely did. Now, about the reason for your visit …” Olcott eyed the strap on Clarke’s shoulder. “May I see the artifact?”

“Of course.” Clarke placed the backpack on Olcott’s desk and retrieved the scepter. He handed it over.

“Marvelous. Simply marvelous!” Olcott ran his finger down a line of runes. “And so precisely etched, too. Truly, a work of art!”

“Any idea what it is?” Clarke asked.

“Not a clue!” The necromancer replied brightly, placing the femur on his desk. “I’ll need time to study it properly. Check back with me in a week or so. I should have something for Hepatica by then.”

“And if the terrorgeist shows up in the meantime?”

“I’ll deal with the menace. Nothing else to it.”

“Would you like any additional security? I’m sure we could arrange something.”

“That won’t be necessary.” Olcott sat back down.

“Are you sure, sir?”

“Quite. You know what they say about us necromancers, don’t you?”

“Not really. What do they say?”

Olcott flashed a quirky, almost sinister grin. “Never face one when you’re standing in a graveyard.”
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The rest of Wednesday came and went with little commotion. Hepatica checked in with Olcott at the end of the day, and he reported only limited progress with the artifact and—more importantly—no attacks from the terrorgeist or other vampiric forces.

Thursday passed in much the same way. Clarke went back to class and tried to catch up with the lectures he’d missed, but his heart wasn’t in it. His mind kept wandering back to the scepter, the terrorgeist, and the mystery of who was behind the creature.

He spent a lot of time thinking about Ixia as well, about how she’d opened up to him—and he to her. He cared for her, no questions there, but he also knew she’d be ripped away from him in the months to come, whisked off to who-knew-where to carry her pregnancy to term and deliver the child in secret.

Their child.

He didn’t blame her for this; the deal had been between him and Hepatica, but his relationship with Ixia was irrevocably mired in so many complications. That alone made him hesitant to welcome her officially into the harem.

He didn’t doubt for a second the other ladies would embrace her with open arms. Emma was a complete nonissue and would undoubtedly encourage Ixia’s addition to the harem. Likewise, Brooke would view her inclusion through a werewolf lens, equating the witch’s inclusion with strengthening their “pack.” Ashley wouldn’t care one way or the other, and the only discussion with Sammy would be which rooms to give the witch.

He suspected Ixia felt the same way he did. Sure, she was human rather than demihuman, and that added its own wrinkles, but she was also a witch. She’d told him flat out the other women in his life didn’t bother her.

Which meant that he was the only true obstacle to welcoming Ixia on board.

He pondered that realization as the day wore on, as he moved from one classroom to the next in an almost hypnotic daze, lost in his thoughts. The whole mess with his firstborn still bothered him, and perhaps it would be best to let that particular tangle pass first.

Regardless, he knew he needed to talk the whole harem thing over with Ixia at some point. Perhaps during the weekend, once everything had calmed down and they were confident the scepter was safe with Olcott.

Friday came and went with little fanfare. Hepatica checked in with them, relaying the news that the terrorgeist hadn’t shown itself and Olcott was making slow but steady progress. Beyond that, their only task was to wait and be ready.

Clarke and Emma moved into the mansion that Saturday. They’d packed most of their belongings over the previous two weeks, so the rest wasn’t much of a chore. Brooke came over and helped load the boxes, and between the three of them and their vehicles, they emptied the apartment in record time.

Sammy and Ashley were already moving boxes over to their new rooms when Clarke pulled up with the last load. They emptied the vehicles, creating a pile of boxes in the foyer that they then shifted over to the new rooms. Emma received an area on the second floor while Sammy had chosen a massive, centralized suite for Clarke.

“Aw,” Emma pouted, though in a joking manner. “Clarke and I are in separate rooms? What gives?”

“No whining,” Sammy replied. “I put a lot of thought into the arrangement. This is the best, fairest compromise I could come up with. Brooke and I are on the first floor, while Emma and Ashley are on the second. Clarke’s suite spans both floors and its centralized location places it roughly equidistant from all of us. See? I thought of everything!”

“Seems fair to me,” Brooke said with an approving nod.

“But I was the first,” Emma replied, still riding her fake pout. “Doesn’t that count for something?”

“Nope.” Sammy placed her hands on her hips. “In this house, we’re all equals. Except for Clarke, of course.”

“But what if I get hungry?”

“You’ve been living with him for months. Haven’t you had your fill yet?”

“My fill?” Emma slung an arm around Clarke’s waist with a greedy grin. “Why, I don’t even know if that’s possible.”

“Tough. This is how it’s going to be.”

“Aww …”

“What am I going to do with this many rooms?” Clarke asked, looking around. The suite had its own private staircase between floors.

“Whatever you want!” Sammy replied brightly. “I can have the maintenance team equip these rooms however you like. Furniture, computers, TVs, consoles, you name it. I can even have them bust down a wall or add a new one. Just let me know, and I’ll put them to work!”

“Thanks.” He continued to glance around, somewhat overwhelmed by the size of the suite. It was like a whole house stuffed within the mansion.

They spent the next few hours unpacking, starting with Emma’s new rooms and then moving on to Clarke’s. His meager possessions barely filled one corner of his massive walk-in closet.

“What am I going to do with all this space?” he muttered, then stepped out into his new bedroom.

Four beautiful women waited in a row beside the bed, watching him with expectant gazes.

“Hey, Clarke,” Sammy said, a twinkle in her eyes. “Us ladies have been talking.”

“Oh? What about?”

“That we’re finally all moved in!” Brooke said with an excited pump of her arm.

“Plus, the situation has calmed down,” Ashley added. “The scepter is safe with Olcott, and the terrorgeist has yet to reappear.”

“Looks like we have a chance to catch our breath.” Emma traced a finger across the taut sheets. “So, us ladies were thinking we should celebrate somehow. Both for all of us finally being under one roof and for the momentary calm.”

“Sounds good to me.” He raised an eyebrow. “Have anything in mind?”

“We do.” Sammy stepped up to him. “Ixia was telling me about this rockin’ demihuman club. Studio Nightshade?”

“I remember the place. You want to go there tonight?”

“Yeah.” The slime girl slinked up to his side, her body conforming to his as she placed a hand on his chest. “And afterwards, why don’t we help you inaugurate this bed in style?”
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Everyone dressed up for a night on the town, and they met in the garage an hour later. Clarke spotted a brand new black X7 next to Sammy’s familiar M3 and Kawasaki Ninja.

“For you,” Sammy explained with a wink, slipping the key fob into his hand. “We can’t all fit in your Z4, so I found us a solution.”

“This is some solution!” he exclaimed, pacing around the massive luxury SUV.

“Hop in, everyone! Clarke’s giving us a ride in his new wheels!”

“Hell, yeah!” Brooke shoved past the others. “I call shotgun!”

“I’ll take the seat behind Clarke.” Emma walked up to the vehicle and brushed her fingers across the smooth metal. “It’ll be a nice change of pace to feel him behind me.”

Clarke chuckled and shook his head. He opened the driver’s door.

“Was that supposed to be a sexual innuendo?” Ashley asked.

“Here’s a hint,” Sammy said, climbing in. “Emma just opened her mouth and didn’t immediately stuff Clarke’s cock in it.”

“A-hem.” The succubus took her seat. “I’ll have you know I’m not always talking about sex. My intellect is more … flexible than that.”

“And there you go again!”

“Everyone buckled up?” Clarke started the vehicle. “All right! Let’s head out!”

He drove them to downtown Chester Creek and left the SUV in a parking deck near the club. The entrance was nestled in a corner at the end of a dark alley. A huge, muscular orc in a suit and tie stood in front of the door.

“Mister Clarke.” The orc dipped his head, then stepped aside.

“Hershel, right?”

“Correct, sir. Are these lovely ladies with you?”

“They are. Can they come in with me?”

“Absolutely, sir. I’ll let the staff know they’re with you.”

“Thanks.”

They headed down the stairs and through a long, brick-walled corridor illuminated with blacklights. Clarke felt the music thumping in his chest before he could make out any actual notes.

“Well, well!” Sammy elbowed his arm. “Moving up in the world!”

“Only because I came here with Ixia the first time. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have let me in. Been meaning to show you this place, but we’ve just been so busy.”

“Which makes now the perfect time.”

Clarke pushed the last set of doors aside and let Sammy and the others file on in. The dance floor writhed with the tight press of bodies: elves, orcs, hybrid shifters, full bestial shifters, succubi, incubi, dragonkin, and a few others Clarke didn’t recognize.

A pair of elves sang and danced on the stage. One was a voluptuous high elf clad in black leather pants and triangle bikini top, her blonde hair hanging long and loose. Her partner was an equally well-endowed dark elf with a matching costume done in silver, her white hair bound in a long braid. Two shirtless male elves, one at the piano and one on guitar, provided the accompaniment.

The banner overhead read: Dawn and Dusk.

“Nice!” Brooke said with a toothy grin, her tail wagging. “I love this place already!”

“What are you in the mood for?” Clarke said. “Dancing or just hanging out with some drinks?”

“I could go for a drink,” Emma said. “How about the rest of you?”

“Drinks first, then dancing!” Brooke said excitedly.

Sammy shrugged. “Works for me.”

“All right. What can I get each of you?” Clarke asked.

“Whiskey ginger,” Emma said. “How about you, Brooke?”

“Chocolate martini!”

“And I’ll have a Cherry Coke,” Sammy added.

“Nothing stronger?” Clarke asked.

“Won’t make a difference. I could guzzle rubbing alcohol and not feel a buzz. I just want something sweet in my mouth.” She placed a hand on his shoulder and whispered in his ear. “After that, maybe something salty to chase it down.”

Clarke shook his head with a smile. “How about you, Ashley?”

“I’m good. Just soaking in the ambience.”

“Gotcha. I’ll go grab our orders.”

Clarke walked up to the bar. The redheaded succubus bartender tugged at her suit jacket, wings folded behind her back, tail swishing languidly. She placed her hands on the counter as he approached.

“What can I get for you, sir?”

“Gin and tonic, whiskey ginger, chocolate martini, and a large Cherry Coke. And, probably, something to carry all that.”

“You’ve got it, sir.” The succubus began mixing the drinks. “They’re a lucky group of girls, aren’t they?”

“I’m sorry?”

“You’re radiating a lot of good vibes. Can’t help but pick up on them.”

“Am I really that obvious?”

“To a succubus, you are. You must really care about them.”

“Yeah.” He leaned on the counter and looked back at his lovers. “Yeah, I do.”

He glanced around the club as the bartender worked. The elven singers danced across the stage, the energy of their song culminating into a fevered pitch until they practically crashed into each other. The song slowed, and they dropped to their knees, breasts smooshed between them, lips almost touching.

They ended the song on a soft, seductive note. The lights dimmed, and the crowd cheered.

The lights came back up, and the band prepped for their next number.

“There you are, sir.” The bartender pushed the drinks forward, set within a drinking flight board.

“Thanks.” Clarke pulled out his wallet.

The bartender held up her hand. “That won’t be necessary.”

“How come?”

“You drink here for free, same as the Greys.” She glanced toward one of the corner booths.

“Same as …” Clarke followed her eyeline and caught sight of three slender women dressed all in lacy black. Ixia glanced up from her Bloody Mary, celery stick hanging from her lips. Her eyes met Clarke’s, and she shook herself in surprise. She plucked the celery out of her mouth and hurried over to the bar, drink in hand.

“Clarke! I didn’t know you’d be here!”

“We decided to decompress tonight, and we picked here to do it. You and your sisters doing the same?”

“The same.”

“Enjoying your usual?”

“Not quite. This is a Virgin Mary. Nonalcoholic.” She patted her stomach. “Got to take good care of my passenger.”

“You look good, by the way.”

“Thanks, but that might be the dim lighting. I’m tired. I’ve been enchanting bullets nonstop in case that thing shows up again. I’d be working on those right now, but Mom ordered me to take the night off.” Ixia raised her drink. “So, here I am! Just the three of us chilling, having a good time. At some point, I need to hand over a batch of bullets. Maybe tomorrow?”

“Sure.” Clarke grabbed the drink flight. “Want to hang out with us for a bit? I’m sure the others wouldn’t mind.”

Clarke and Ixia joined the others beside the dance floor, and everyone accepted their drinks.

“Ixia!” Brooke’s ears stood up and her tail wagged. “Good to see you!”

“Likewise.”

Sammy leaned in. “You have time to work on that … secret project of ours yet?”

“Are you kidding?” Ixia scoffed. “I’ve barely started it!”

“Well, don’t wait too long. I can always lend you a hand in a crunch.”

“Thanks, but I’ll pass. I’ll finish it on my own.” Ixia took a sip from her Virgin Mary. “Just need to find the time.”

“What’s this all about?” Clarke asked.

“Clarke?” Sammy placed a hand on her hip and tilted her head.

“Yes?”

“What did you hear us say?”

“That you’re working on a secret project together?”

“Right. And which part of that do you think is the most important?”

“Um.” Clarke frowned ever so slightly. “That it’s a secret?”

“Exactly! No peeking!”

“I didn’t even know there was something to peek at until you mentioned it, so if I’m curious, it’s your fault.”

“It’s nothing big,” Ixia said. “Just a little⁠—”

Her phone started playing “The Imperial March” from Star Wars. She glared up at the ceiling and let out an exasperated sigh.

“Fuck me. Never fails.” Ixia fished the phone out of her jean shorts and brought it to her ear. “Wha-a-at?!”

She rolled her eyes, but then her expression turned serious. Her brow furrowed and she set her drink down on an empty table.

“What’s going on?” Clarke asked.

Ixia held up a finger, listening over the phone. She nodded a few times.

“Yeah, I’ll spread the word.” She pulled the phone away and turned to Clarke. “That was Mom. The Tracking spell she placed on the scepter is behaving weirdly. It could be it’s on the move and someone’s trying to counter it with a Concealment spell. Mom called Olcott, but he didn’t pick up. She’s worried something may have happened to him.”

“Then we should check on him,” Clarke said, quietly but seriously. “Right now.”


Twenty-Two


Clarke pulled up to the Raising Standards office and parked near the entrance. Night had fallen over the city of Chester Creek, and tufts of pale clouds shrouded the moon hanging low over the horizon. The building was quiet and still, yet he sensed an invisible stain across the mundane walls. Terrible magics had been cast here, and recently, too.

“Be careful,” Emma said from the seat behind him. “Something’s not right.”

“Yeah, I feel it, too.” He stepped out of the vehicle along with Brooke and Sammy. “But it doesn’t feel as oppressive as the terrorgeist. Emma, Ashley, hang back for now. The rest of us will sweep the building.”

He shut the car door and cast Sanguine Shield, followed by Summon Thirstblade. Brooke shifted into a full werewolf, and Sammy stripped down to her underwear. They approached the entrance.

Clarke spread a hand over the surface and drank in the ethereal surroundings.

“Nothing on the door. But there’s something … sickly past it. Brooke, you smell anything?”

“Lots of zombie funk.”

“Anything else?”

“Blood. Maybe from the zombies, maybe not. Can’t tell. Too much zombie B.O.”

“Then let’s have a look.” He turned the knob and eased the door open.

The receptionist looked up from her desk, sitting in the dark. Her eyes glowed green, the only source of illumination in the room except for the moonlight spilling in through the open door.

“Do you have an appointment?” she asked in a lifeless monotone.

“We need to talk to Olcott.”

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No, but⁠—”

“Then I must ask you to leave.”

“We’re not going anywhere until we speak with him.”

“You should leave.” She climbed atop her desk, crouched on all fours like an animal. “You should leave.”

“Not going to happen.”

“Then DIE!”

She launched herself with a powerful thrust of her legs, crossing the room like a rocket made of bone and decayed meat. Her jaw unhinged, gaping, strands of viscous saliva spanning the gap.

Clarke cut through her abdomen as she passed, and she dropped to the ground in two pieces. The lower half stopped moving, but the top let out a gurgling growl and scurried around on her arms.

“No appointment!” she snarled.

Brooke grabbed her head with a massive hand and lifted the severed torso effortlessly. The undead receptionist thrashed about, clawing at Brooke’s forearm in vain, even as her entrails spooled out onto the floor.

“No appoin⁠—”

Brooke crushed the dead woman’s head until her eyes popped out and her skull shattered. Bits of bone and brain oozed between her fingers. The corpse’s arms fell limp, and Brooke dropped the ruined half-body.

“I think we do have an appointment,” she growled.

“Come on,” Clarke said. “Let’s find Olcott.”

They switched on some of the lights and headed into the main office. Zombies sat up from their cubicles, eyes glowing as they observed the newcomers.

“Well, this isn’t creepy at all,” Sammy grumbled. “Can we just smash them and be done with it?”

“At least they’re not attacking,” Brooke said.

“Yet,” Sammy corrected. “They’re not attacking yet.”

“Sammy’s right.” Clarke raised his sword. “Best to play it safe. Take them out.”

“You got it!” Brooke leaped over the cubicles and tackled one of the zombies to the ground. She shredded the torso with her claws then snapped her gaze up, snarling.

Zombies clambered over cubicle walls, swarming toward her. She grabbed one, sank her claws into its chest, and threw the corpse at another. Both zombies crunched against the far wall and collapsed into a tangled heap.

Sammy charged in, fists morphing into mallets. She punched the head off one, then swept an elongated leg out, tripping up another. That zombie dropped to the floor, and Sammy crushed its skull with an enlarged foot.

Clarke cut his way through the undead office workers, heads and limbs dropping away with each slash. More zombies funneled in, crowding the corridor, and he and the ladies continued to hack, slash, bite, and crush their way through them.

“I’ve been wondering.” Sammy lifted a zombie and broke its spine over her knee. “Aren’t zombies supposed to moan about brains?”

“Isn’t that just a stereotype?” Brooke asked, cracking a zombie in half like it was a giant fortune cookie.

“Ghouls eat people,” Clarke pointed out. “These are zombies.”

“What about the receptionist?” Sammy asked, one arm punched clear through a zombie’s chest. “Why was she so talkative?”

“She was a revenant. Not a zombie.”

“What’s the difference?”

“They—Ask Ixia later. Now focus. We’ve got work to do!”

The crowd began to thin, and a familiar zombie lurched toward Clarke.

“Cream?” Maurice grumbled. “Sugar?”

“No, thank you!”

He beheaded the zombie with a single, clean stroke.

“‘Sugar’?” Sammy shook her head in disgust. “Lame! What kind of loser undead was he?”

“The overcaffeinated kind.”

“We get them all?” Brooke stood up, gore dripping from her maw.

“I think so.” Sammy glanced back across the corridor, now strewn with broken corpses, severed limbs, rolling heads, and lots and lots of blood. “Man, I hope Olcott doesn’t bill us for this!”

“His office is just ahead.” Clarke pointed with his sword. “Let’s check it out.”

He led the way up to the door and examined it for magic. When he found none, he eased it open and glanced inside.

A large man sat at Olcott’s desk, his head buried in papers drenched red with blood. More blood pooled on the desktop and dripped off the front. His head rested in one arm, the other hanging from the ceiling fan.

Clarke opened the door fully and stepped in, realizing the man wasn’t so much sitting behind the desk as laying on it. His legs and hips were still in his chair, but that chair was too far away from the torso for his lower extremities to still be attached.

“Olcott?” Brooke asked quietly. “That you?”

“You really expect him to answer?” Sammy hissed back.

Brooke shrugged. “One can hope.”

“Parts of him are smeared across the ceiling!”

“Yeah, but he’s a necromancer. Maybe he can walk it off.”

“With what? His legs are over there, and the rest of him is over here!”

Clarke grabbed a handful of the man’s hair. He lifted the head and studied the face.

It was Olcott, all right, covered in blood but recognizable. His mouth hung open, frozen in a moment of pure terror, and his eyes had turned completely white.

Clarke set the head gently down.

“Well,” Sammy sighed more than said, “I don’t think he’ll be billing us for the zombies.”
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Hepatica and Ixia arrived half an hour later, and they all met outside the Raising Standards office.

“The scepter is on the move,” Hepatica said.

“Do we know where to?” Clarke asked.

“My connection to the Tracking spell keeps fading in and out, but I have a general sense for where it’s being taken.” She glanced across the gathered members of Broken Fang. “And that place is Chester Creek University.”

“Makes sense,” Clarke said with a nod. “Heinrich brought the Scepter of Bone to this area and was searching the university for something. Seems our mystery vampire is following the same trail.”

“And not just any vampire,” Ashley warned. “One strong enough to defeat a necromancer in his home.”

“I know,” Clarke said. “Between Heinrich and this new threat, some dangerous beings have shown an interest in the scepter, which only reinforces how important it is. We may not understand why that’s the case, but our enemies do, which makes our path clear. Find and defeat this vampire and take back the scepter.”

“It won’t be easy,” Ashley said.

“Of course it won’t. Nothing worthwhile ever is. But don’t forget the most important part.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m a blood knight.” He pointed a thumb at his chest. “A vampire slayer. This is literally the job I was born to do, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let this bloodsucking monster get the best of us. It’s high time we went on the offensive!”

“You said it!” Sammy raised a fist.

“Just point the way,” Brooke growled, lips curling back to reveal glistening teeth. “We’ll crunch whatever tries to stop you.”

“We’re with you, Clarke,” Emma said, rifle in hand. “You name the target, and Broken Fang will bring it down.”

“And I’ll be with you this time as well,” Ashley said, her hairband brightening to a rich gold.

“Thank you. All of you.” Clarke met each of their eyes in turn. “I feel like I can face anything with you ladies by my side.”

Ixia cleared her throat. “Don’t forget about me.”

“Trust me, I haven’t. What have you got for us?”

“Seven .44 Magnum cartridges enchanted with an advanced form of Cripple.” Ixia placed a paper ammo box on the BMW’s hood. It contained a speedloader and one more round taped to the side. Each bullet had CRIPPLE written on the casing in permanent marker.

“Just these seven?” Clarke asked.

“Best I could manage in so few days.”

“Then seven will have to be enough.” He picked up the speedloader. “We’ll make it work. Brooke?”

“I’ll load mine with the single shot. You take the rest.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. I prefer working with my claws anyway.”

Clarke and Brooke both drew their weapons and exchanged regular bullets for the seven enchanted with Cripple, six in Clarke’s gun and one chambered in the first position in Brooke’s revolver. They holstered their guns, and Clarke faced the witches.

“Anything else before we head out?”

“Just one more point to discuss.” Hepatica stepped forward. “Not that you lot seem to need much encouragement, but I might as well give you some since I have a personal stake in your success. This creature and its master assaulted my home, attacked my daughters, and nearly killed me. Therefore, I’m placing an official bounty on this vampire’s head, courtesy of the Coven of the Ashen Flower. Fifty thousand dollars, dead and gone. What do you say?”

“You want me to sign on the dotted line?”

“I think we can skip that little formality this time. Do we have a deal?”

“We do.” Clarke shook the witch’s offered hand.

“I’ll draw up the contract later.”

“And we’ll be back to collect.” He turned to leave, but Ixia tapped him on the shoulder.

“Make that two points to discuss.” Ixia leaned in and kissed him softly on the cheek. “Come back alive, you hear?”

He flashed a confident grin. “I intend to.”
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The campus was dark and deserted when they arrived in the dead of night, illuminated with sporadic pools of light along the paths crisscrossing the central courtyard. Clarke parked the X7 in one of the parking decks, and the five of them headed out.

“The terrorgeist is here,” Ashley said, eyes darting back and forth. “Somewhere.”

“Can you be more specific?” Clarke asked.

“I can if I use Scry, but the vampire will almost certainly sense my spell.”

“So, it’s either we stumble around blindly or we let the enemy know we’re coming?”

“That about sums it up.”

“Choices, choices.” Sammy huffed out a breath, then placed a hand on Clarke’s shoulder. “Glad I’m not the leader.”

“Cast your spell, Ashley,” Clarke said. “The campus is too big for us to search, and I have a feeling this foe is going to know we’re coming either way.”

“Understood.”

Ashley spread her feathery wings, and her hairband lifted off her head. It formed an incomplete circlet of liquid gold, glowing brightly in the dark of night. She closed her eyes and placed an open hand across her chest.

Her magic washed over Clarke. So warm. So welcoming. So pure and bright.

“There.” Ashley opened her eyes and pointed across the courtyard. “The admin building.”

“Then that’s where we’re headed. Emma, I want you to stay clear of the fight. Find some high ground and keep watch from there.”

“You got it. The stadium’s relatively close to the admin building, and it’s the tallest structure in the area. I can fly up to the top easily enough. It also doesn’t hurt that everything around the admin building is well-lit.”

“Good. Go there now.”

“Stay safe!” Emma spread her batlike wings and took a running leap into the air.

“As for the rest of us, let’s see what sort of trouble we can cause.”

Clarke cast Sanguine Shield and led the way across the courtyard. The admin building was the oldest structure on campus, and its heart was an old, converted church from Chester Creek’s distant past. The current building sprawled out from that central core in an elegant fusion of gothic and modern architecture. Clean edges and mirrored sheets of glass mixed with baroque ornamentation and slender buttresses. Stone angels watched them from between crenellations along the roof, and a pair of stone horses guarded the wide stairs leading up to the main entrance.

It all should have clashed horribly, but somehow didn’t, instead mingling to form an aesthetically pleasing whole.

“Ashley?” Clarke asked.

“Straight ahead. Closer now.”

They climbed the stairs, and Clarke tested the glass doors.

Locked, of course.

“Want me to use my bolt cutters?” Brooke growled, brandishing her claws.

“Hang on.” Clarke checked the manual bolt inside the door. “Let me give it a try. I’ve been practicing.”

He cast Minor Telekinesis, and the bolt turned with a loud click. He swung the door open and swept his arm inside.

“After you, ladies.”

“Nice!” Brooke led the way inside.

Clarke glanced back to the stadium. He couldn’t see Emma, but soon a flashlight blinked three times from above the press boxes.

“Emma’s in position.” He followed Brooke and Sammy inside. “At least, that’s what I think the blinky-blink means.”

“‘Blinky-blink’?” Sammy asked with a wry grin. “You ever get the impression we’re winging this whole monster slaying business a bit too much?”

“That’s a tomorrow problem. Come on. Let’s see what’s waiting for us.”

He snapped out his thirstblade, and they crossed the stone-tiled foyer, which might have once been the vestibule for the original church. They passed through a second set of doors, entering into a long, grand hall with a high arched roof. Round tables filled the study hall, and stairs with midpoint landings cut through gaps in the stone walls, leading up to a balcony that ringed the hall.

Despite the modern adjustments, Clarke could almost imagine the original pews and the tall, stained-glass windows, all leading up to the altar at the far end. That altar no longer existed, walled off into simple offices, an example of the secular absorbing the sacred.

A greenish glow flickered behind that far wall’s frosted windows.

“The terrorgeist,” Ashley whispered. “And something far worse with it, I’d wager.”

“Let’s not keep them waiting.”

They crossed the study hall as quietly as they could manage and made it two-thirds of the way to the offices, when a frosted glass door swung wide. A tall, broad-shouldered man ducked through the opening, hat in hand and wearing a dark green trench coat. He stood up straight and smoothed out his coat with a large hand.

The terrorgeist oozed through the same opening, then floated up and to the side of the man, its wings spread, flames burning behind its mask.

“Seems I didn’t give you enough credit,” Sebastian Olcott said in a sour tone, his vampiric fangs glinting in the terrorgeist’s glow.
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“Olcott?!” Clarke blurted. “What the hell?”

“Surprised?” The necromancer dusted off his wide-brimmed hat and fitted it atop his head. “At least there’s that, I suppose. Otherwise, my pride might be injured right now.”

“But we found you dead in your office!”

“So what? I’m a necromancer. Corpses are my specialty. You saw what I wanted you to see, which was my body. As for tracking me all the way here, how did you achieve that, I wonder?” Olcott quirked a sudden smile and drew the Scepter of Bone out of his trench coat. “Ah, Hepatica. Dear, sweet Hepatica. You never did trust me. What did you plant on this? Track? Beacon? Far Sight, maybe? I spent the last few days scouring it for your magic, but you always were a tricky one.”

“Give it back, Olcott!” Clarke shouted.

“Let me ponder your request for a moment.” He slipped the femur into his coat, then assumed a look of great contemplation. “Hmm, no. I’d rather keep it.”

“You can try!”

“You should have been dead already, you know. Dead and rotting in Heinrich’s old lair.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Oh? Didn’t you know?” Olcott stepped down the stairs leading to the old altar, and the terrorgeist followed him. “I sent you there to die. You see, I already knew back then where Heinrich had stashed the Scepter of Bone, but I couldn’t reach it.”

“How could you have possibly known that? We know where his grimoire is, and you don’t have it.”

“The answer’s simple.” Olcott grinned, emphasizing his fangs. “Heinrich is the one who elevated me to the risen. It was a relationship for our mutual benefit, of course. A pureblood vampire and a risen necromancer using each other. Not much trust in a partnership like that, but trust isn’t required to find the Portal of Gold.”

“The what?”

“The secret buried somewhere underneath this place.” Olcott patted his trench coat. “The secret the scepter will unlock. A pathway to unimaginable power. Heinrich guarded the scepter jealously, of course, which is why he protected it with a Ward specifically designed to counter my magic. That’s what foiled all my previous assaults upon his lair. I wasn’t about to charge in there by myself, so I did the next best thing.” He grinned cruelly. “I hired expendable idiots to do the work for me.”

“Shows what you know.”

“Yeah!” Sammy shouted. “We’re neither expendable nor idiots!”

“Scant praise, to be sure.” Olcott snorted. “All you had to accomplish was dispelling the Ward. With it gone, my terrorgeist would swoop in and claim the scepter. But no, you turned out to be competent!”

“Sorry, not sorry?” Clarke replied.

“Can we thrash this guy already?” Sammy asked. “His mouth is making my fists itch.”

“You said it.” Brooke flexed her claws.

“Oh, please.” Olcott shook his head. “As if you four are any threat to me at all.”

“Care to test that theory?” Clarke asked, pointing his thirstblade at the vampire. “Heinrich couldn’t stop us. What makes you believe you’ll fare better?”

“My, aren’t you confident, young blood knight. Yes, I know what you are. I tasted your magic on my terrorgeist’s wounds after you faced it at the lair, and I’ve learned more from the attack on the Greys. Rest assured, I know how to counter your abilities.”

“Theory and practice are two very different things.”

“I suppose there’s some truth to that. You’ve frustrated my efforts before. By all rights, my last attack on the Greys should have succeeded. I’ll admit that setback annoyed me.” The necromancer’s grimace turned suddenly into a smirk. “But then you idiots just gave me the scepter! I couldn’t fucking believe it!”

“And now we’re going to take it back!”

“Over my dead body.”

“That’s the idea, Olcott!”

“Cute.” The necromancer sneered at them. “I suppose I can’t convince you people to turn around and leave? No?”

“I’ve heard enough. Sammy, light him up!”

“With pleasure!” The slime girl reached into her chest and pulled out her concealed revolver. She drew a bead on Olcott and snapped off six quick shots.

The bullets passed through him with the barest ripple through his body. Glass windows shattered and wooden supports splintered.

“Uh.” Sammy lowered her gun. “I’m pretty sure I hit him.”

“You did.” Olcott tugged his trench coat straight. “And you also didn’t.”

“I have a feeling this’ll be tougher than we expected,” Brooke said.

“You think?” Sammy snapped back, stuffing the empty revolver in her chest.

“Doesn’t matter.” Clarke drew his own weapon, revolver in one hand, sword in the other. “We’re here to kill a vampire, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do!”

“You’re welcome to try.”

Olcott climbed back up the stairs as two figures exited through a busted door. They carried shotguns and were clad in what looked like SWAT armor, complete with visored helmets. Their eye sockets glowed with green pinpricks.

“You expect us to be frightened by a pair of zombies?” Clarke shouted. “We eat these things for breakfast!”

“They’re wights, you fool,” Olcott spat. “There’s a difference. One you’re about to become painfully aware of.”

The necromancer snapped his fingers, and his minions walked down the stairs. One of the wights opened fire with his pump-action shotgun, peppering Clarke and the others with buckshot. Clarke’s shield flashed, and Brooke raised an arm to protect her face, growling low and deep in her throat. The few pellets that hit Sammy splashed into her with little effect.

“That the worst you can do?” Clarke taunted.

“Hardly.”

The wight pumped his shotgun—not quickly, but with a solid, powerful jerk—then fired again. The two wights reached the bottom of the stairs, only one of them firing.

The terrorgeist floated forward between them. The flames behind its mask flared, and supernatural anxiety gripped Clarke’s heart. He fought back against the Fear slithering into his mind, burning it back with rage.

“I can help.” Ashley spread her wings, and the hairband lifted off her head. Her halo blazed with light, and the warmth of her magic pushed the Fear back.

“Oh?” Olcott regarded them more seriously. “Now this is a surprise.”

The necromancer bobbed a finger toward the angel, and the wight adjusted his aim. Clarke placed himself in front of Ashley and dipped deeply into his own life. He burned a part of himself to fuel his magic, then cast Scarlet Slash. The thirstblade cut the air, leaving a crackling gash that mirrored itself across one of the wights.

The attack should have cut the wight in two, but instead competing sparks of green and red snapped off the undead’s bulletproof vest, and the creature continued his slow, relentless advance. A diagonal gash glowed across his armor.

“Not good,” Clarke breathed, then said louder: “That armor’s not just for show!”

Another shotgun blast peppered them, and a pellet grazed Ashley’s shoulder. She gasped, and Fear poured into Clarke’s mind for a brief, terrible second.

Olcott chuckled. “Seems your team has a squishy middle.”

“Form up!” Clarke shouted. “Protect Ashley!”

Brooke and Sammy crowded him on either side, forming a defensive wall in front of the angel. They began to back away.

The two wights marched forward, side by side, flanking the terrorgeist. The first wight emptied his last shot and began to reload, pulling shells off his bandolier and shoving them into the magazine tube with stilted, mechanical motions. The second wight opened fire without missing a beat, and the three monsters continued their slow advance.

Olcott hung back behind his minions. Green flames coalesced into an obsidian shaft beside him, and he took hold of it. The flames danced outward, forming a long, curving blade at one end of the shaft.

Olcott let the huge, black scythe tip over into a firm, two-handed grip.

“Fight or flee?” Brooke snarled, too softly for Olcott to hear.

“We’re falling back,” Clarke replied under his breath. “Ashley, once we’re outside, find a safe spot on the roof. Then we’ll go on the offensive.”

“Understood.”

“Everyone ready? NOW!”

They turned and ran back across the study hall. Another shotgun blast pattered against Clarke’s back, and snaps of red lightning arced over his limbs. Brooke shoulder-tackled the door into oblivion, and Ashley spread her wings and shot through. Sammy ran out next, and Clarke brought up the rear.

“Run all you want!” Olcott shouted. “It won’t save you! Tonight, I quench my thirst with your blood!”

His laughter echoed behind them.

Clarke and the others hurried past the foyer. Brooke rammed through the outer doors, and they scrambled down the admin building’s front steps, flanked by the two stone horses.

Ashley flew up and over the entrance, landing behind ornate crenellations.

Clarke pulled his phone out and called Emma.

“Something wrong?” the succubus asked.

“Emma, the terrorgeist is coming up behind us. I want you to fill it with lead. Ignore everything else.”

“But my bullets can’t hurt it.”

“They will soon enough. Be ready to hit it fast and hard. You’ll know when.” Clarke shoved the phone back into his pocket. “Brooke, Sammy! On my signal, take those wights down!”

“You got it!”

“Here they come!” Sammy shouted.

Clarke spun around to see the wights advancing beyond the broken door. Despite the obvious point of egress, one of the wights blew another door off its hinges with a shotgun blast. They marched out of the building, and the terrorgeist ducked through the opening.

He glanced back at the stadium and checked the angle, making sure Emma had a clear shot.

Another round of buckshot struck him, and his shield fizzled into winking red motes.

“Now!” Clarke shouted, gritting his teeth from the sudden pain.

He drew his revolver, aimed for the terrorgeist’s center mass, and fired. The shot whisked through with a pulse of magic, almost like a brief shower of flower petals. The terrorgeist’s body clouded over, transforming from ghostly silhouette to solid flesh.

A rifle cracked in the distance, and Emma’s first bullet zinged off the terrorgeist’s mask. It flinched, head whipping to the side, and Emma poured fire into it. Not every shot hit, but those that did tore ugly divots into its frail flesh.

Brooke howled and cleared all the steps in one long, powerful leap. She slammed into a wight with bone-breaking force, and the two tumbled across the landing. Sammy sprinted up the steps after the second wight. The undead lowered his aim and pumped her chest full of buckshot. She cried out as she tackled the wight, enveloping him in ribbons of pink goo.

Emma emptied shot after shot into the terrorgeist, and Clarke counted each sharp report.

Eighteen, nineteen, TWENTY!

Emma’s magazine was empty.

“Now it’s my turn!” Clarke cast Fly and shot up the steps in a single bound, sword blazing at his side.

The terrorgeist reeled from Emma’s attack, black fluid oozing from over a dozen holes. Labored, flaming breaths hissed through its mask. It brought its head back up, glaring at Clarke, then swiped at him with a long-fingered hand.

Clarke chopped the hand off.

The terrorgeist screeched, so high and sharp Clarke thought windows would shatter. He swung again, cutting across the monster’s chest. Black fluid spurted out, gushing down its naked torso. The monster exhaled hellish heat into his face and grabbed him by the head, lifting him into the air. Its fingers were like ice against his skin, burning and freezing at the same time.

Clarke slashed through the forearm holding him up, but his blade whistled through. An angry scar pulsed on the creature’s limb, but he’d failed to sever it. The terrorgeist was fading, its incorporeal nature reasserting itself.

It pulled him close, undead mask staring him down, hellfire glaring at him. It shoved its ghostly stump through his ribcage, and foul magic spread through his body. His mouth tasted iron and bile and his own encroaching death, like he was drowning in incorporeal black syrup. The magical filth would have ended him, were it not for Sammy’s resistances.

“Fuck you!”

Clarke jammed the barrel of his pistol into the creature’s mask and fired. The .44 Magnum blew the back of the terrorgeist’s head wide open, and flickers of magic forced the creature to resolidify. He fired again, and the shot split the head open like a gourd.

The terrorgeist’s grip faltered, and Clarke landed on his feet. He cut through the monster again and again, lacerating it without form or finesse, carving it up like it was a hunk of ethereal meat.

Pieces of it dropped off. Others arced through the air, even as his sword drank in its waning vitality. His shield snapped back to full strength, and he cast Purify, purging the lingering corruption from his body.

He hacked and chopped and hewed the monster to bits until nothing but a ruined, quivering mound of ghostly entrails remained.

“Damn, Clarke!” Sammy exclaimed. “I think you got it!”

“Just … wanted … to be sure,” he panted, then checked his surroundings. Both wights were down. Or, more precisely, were scattered all over the place, gore coating the steps, their weapons and armor ripped or smashed to pieces.

Brooke approached him, tattered intestines hanging from her jaw, her clothes and fur matted with blood.

She spat out the entrails. “It’s not mine.”

“Good.” Clarke nodded, his gaze shifting to the wrecked doors leading back into the admin building. “Good.”

Olcott stood in the foyer, jaw tight with a mixture of rage and indignation, obsidian scythe clutched in his hands.

“Not so confident now, are you?” Clarke started toward the necromancer, Brooke and Sammy at his side.

“A minor setback, blood knight.”

“Then I’d hate to see what a major one looks like. You’re a necromancer who’s out of bodies.”

“I’m not some necromantic neophyte, you fool. I don’t need bodies to bring my minions to life!”

Olcott clacked the butt of his scythe twice against the stone tiles, and a pair of magic circles formed behind Clarke. He glanced back to find runes swirling around the bases of the stone horses. Snaps of green energy cascaded across the limestone. A sound grated out of them, not unlike the lid of a toilet being shifted, and the two horses leaped off their pedestals.

“Give me a fucking break,” Sammy muttered.

“That should keep you suitably entertained.” Olcott smirked at them. “For a while, at least. Long enough for me to prepare something … nastier.” He whipped around, trench coat flaring about his ankles, and he walked back across the foyer.

“Olcott!” Clarke shouted. He wanted to chase after the necromancer, but one of the stone horses drew his attention with a strange roar that sounded like an angry rockslide. Its mouth split open unnaturally wide, revealing two dense rows of savage, pointed teeth.

A distant rifle barked, but Emma’s shot ricocheted off the horse, taking only a small chip.

The two stone monsters clomped up the stairs, snarling.

Clarke glanced quickly into the building. Olcott was nowhere to be seen, and so he faced the horses, then checked on his comrades, his lovers. Both had taken their share of lumps from their battles with the wights, but they were still in this fight.

He knew they could handle these two on their own.

“Brooke, Sammy, keep the horses occupied. I’m going after Olcott.”

“You got it,” Brooke growled.

“Leave it to us!” Sammy added.

A stone horse put its head down and charged Brooke. She leaped over the attack and landed on the monster’s back, then began slashing through stone with razor-sharp claws. The second horse snapped its huge jaws at Sammy. She bowed her torso away from its bite and then brought a giant pink mallet down on its head, cracking its face.

Clarke sprinted back into the admin building. He passed through broken doors, returned to the study hall, and caught Olcott disappearing into the office’s far side. He raced across the hall, climbed the stairs up to the old, converted altar, and shouldered through a glass door in swift pursuit.
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Clarke followed the vampire through a set of offices. He couldn’t see the big man, but he could sense his presence, sense the sickly iron taint of his vampiric magic, and he raced to overtake the source.

The corridors wound back and forth, conforming to the shape of the original church’s stonework. He rounded a corner and spied a swinging door. He busted through and ran out across a faculty parking lot, empty and well-lit.

The stench of Olcott’s magic guided him, pungent now that the vampire wasn’t trying to hide his true nature. Clarke sprinted through the empty lot and climbed up the grassy rise on the far side. He crested the top⁠—

—and then froze.

He’d known, intellectually at least, what he’d find over the rise. He knew the university grounds too well to be truly surprised, and yet the sight of the place still gave him pause, still sent a chill down his spine. The terrorgeist may have been defeated, but fear’s icy grip could still reach his heart.

The administration building had ceased being a church long ago, but it had served that purpose for many, many years. And in all that time, lives had come and gone, intersecting within its sanctified halls.

So many lives.

So many stories.

More than enough to fill a cemetery.

The grounds were ringed by a tall fence of spiked wrought iron and stone. Tombstones, monuments, and statues covered the rolling hillside, sometimes neatly laid out in orderly rows, sometimes crammed together without clear rhyme or reason, and more stone walls broke it up into sections. Trees towered over the cemetery, gnarled with age, most around the perimeter but with a few growing amongst the graves.

Never face a necromancer in a graveyard, huh? Clarke thought grimly. Maybe so, but if I don’t follow him in there, he’ll just come back. He’ll summon a second terrorgeist, or worse, and come after us again—after the women I love.

I can’t let that happen.

I won’t let that happen!

I need to end this. Here and now!

Clarke steeled himself and cast Fly.

“You can’t hide from me, Olcott!” he bellowed, and leaped over the cemetery’s wrought iron fence.

He landed atop a flagstone path and hurried down it. He turned around a stone wall and caught sight of the vampire, the large man’s back to a wall covered with many small doors.

A cremation vault.

“Who said anything about hiding?”

Olcott slammed his scythe into the ground, and a magic circle glowed about his feet.

“Your blood magic makes you dangerous, I’ll give you that,” the vampire said, his tone calm and conversational. “It gives you sway over life and the energies that invigorate it. But I am a necromancer. Death is my domain, as is the thin line that separates the two.”

Green vapor rose from the graves, pooling low before shooting toward the vampire, as if his magic circle had created a powerful, arcane suction.

Olcott glared at Clarke, his eyes glowing green. Vapor slithered up his legs, hardening into ghostly plates of armor. The doors on the cremation vault snapped open, and the urns inside shattered. Ashes poured forth and swirled around the vampire until they formed two giant, smoky wings.

“Do you recall the warning I gave you?”

“Don’t mess with you in the middle of a graveyard.”

“Correct. Let me show you why that is.”

Olcott shot forward, clearing the distance between them in the blink of an eye, feet not touching the ground. He slashed down with his scythe and Clarke swung up with his thirstblade. Their weapons clashed in a fierce explosion of energy. Green and red lightning arced around them, grounding into the gravestones.

Clarke tried to kick the vampire away, but his foot slipped straight through the man’s leg.

Olcott bared his fangs.

“What did I just tell you?” he hissed, spraying Clarke with his vile spit.

Clarke pulled back, and Olcott rushed him again. Their weapons clashed, erupting with energy, and a nearby grave exploded into flaming stone. Clarke drew his revolver and fired a single shot from the hip. The bullet punched into Olcott’s ghost armor, and he floated back, stopping about ten yards away. His ethereal chest plate cracked.

“That would leave you with two shots, I believe,” Olcott said, hovering inches above the ground. “Such an annoyance. I’ll be sure to feast on Hepatica and her daughters once I’m done with you.”

Clarke fired again, and the chest plate shattered into shards of greenish glass. He unleashed a third shot, but Olcott twisted to the side, and the bullet impacted against a translucent pauldron.

“And now you’re empty.” Olcott straightened his posture.

“Shit!” Clarke holstered the gun and raised his sword with both hands.

He took a step back.

The vampire floated toward him.

He backed away again.

“I wonder what your blood tastes like.” Olcott licked his lips. “I’ve savored so few flavors since I joined the risen, and I imagine yours will be quite exquisite.”

“Come here and try!”

“Oh, I intend to.”

Clarke cast Sanguine Prison. Scarlet chains sprang from the ground and wrapped themselves around Olcott’s legs, but he phased through them with barely a stutter. Clarke cast Blood Freeze, but the vampire merely grimaced in mild discomfort. He cast Daze, but the spell landed with no effect.

“Is this really your best?” Olcott shook his head dismissively.

“Hardly!”

Olcott rushed him again, but Clarke cast Fly. He shot up into the air, reaching the zenith of his climb directly above the vampire. He spent a portion of his life, then cut through the air, casting Scarlet Slash.

“Ah!” Olcott gasped, head angled to the side, neck burning with red energy.

Clarke landed behind the vampire, and the big man turned to face him. Olcott traced a finger down the livid slash cut across his chest, which was already fading.

“A sting. Nothing more.”

Clarke dropped to a knee, head swimming, stars dancing across his vision. He gasped for air, sucking in labored breaths.

“Seems you don’t have much fight left in you.” Olcott traced a long tongue across his front teeth. “I can hardly⁠—”

A pistol barked, and Olcott hunched over, clutching his stomach. Clarke glanced over his shoulder to find Brooke with her revolver braced in a two-handed grip. Olcott pulled his hand away and studied the blood smeared across his palm. He snarled at the werewolf.

Brooke unloaded the next five rounds, throwing Olcott back with repeated hits. He staggered and regained his footing, hunched over, eyes glowing with rage. Blood dribbled down his chest.

“YOU PESTS!” he spat.

Brooke cast the weapon aside and then charged the vampire, and Sammy followed her around the corner. Clarke climbed to his feet, and the three of them converged on Olcott, thirstblade gleaming, claws glinting in the moonlight, fists clenched and itching to meet the necromancer’s face.

“NO!” Olcott flapped his smoke wings, and the force threw them all back. He launched himself into the air, too high for Brooke or Sammy to reach him. “I refuse to let worms like you be the end of me!”

The vampire flapped his wings again, ascending higher.

Clarke struggled back to his feet. He made it halfway up before his legs gave out and he dropped to his knees. Brooke grabbed one arm, Sammy the other, and together they hauled him upright.

“Here, Clarke.” Brooke stuck out her arm. “Take all you need. End him while he’s still vulnerable.”

Clarke nodded and sank the thirstblade into her forearm. Vitality surged from the werewolf to him, filling him as easily as water flowing into a glass. He drank in her life, freely given, replenishing his own.

“Oh, that’s a lot.” Brooke staggered back, holding her head.

“Thank you,” he told her softly, then cast Fly.

He shot up after Olcott, who readied his obsidian scythe. The two converged, swinging at each other, and Clarke cast Sacrifice. He threw everything he had into the attack, burning greedily through the life force Brooke had gifted him, consuming it until only the slimmest thread remained to sustain him.

His sword blazed like a red star, and he swung the blade around in a crimson arc.

Olcott brought his scythe down to block.

Time seemed to slow.

Clarke became aware of another magic unfurling within his mind—a symbol pulsating behind his eyes, eager and thirsty for the mana that now engorged his body. Casting Sacrifice had converted life into the base element of magic, and with his veins swimming with so much of the stuff, more possibilities had opened.

He recognized that tantalizing power, now so teasingly close. It was the evolved Boost spell he’d absorbed from Ixia, and he understood. The Boost spell hungered for mana, and the life he’d poured into Sacrifice had left him with an arcane bumper crop.

He could use that.

He could divert that!

It would have been simple to feed that wealth of mana into the Sacrifice spell, but instead he partitioned off a lesser portion of the stream. Just enough to energize the rune hovering in his mind’s eye.

The Sacrifice spell transformed into Boosted Sacrifice, and its power doubled.

Then tripled!

His sword turned into a bar of light edged in crackling red, and he cut into Olcott’s scythe, shattering it into black glass splinters. He swung through, cleaving the vampire apart from shoulder to hip. Veins of light spread underneath Olcott’s skin as the man screamed without sound, light pouring out of his mouth, eyes and ears smoking.

His flesh crisped, bulged, and then exploded with a deafening crack.

The thirstblade drank in the vampire’s life force, replenishing all Clarke had spent, and then its light faded amidst a shower of blood-soaked petals. He flew down, executed a three-point landing in the graveyard, and rose.

Victorious.

He struck a pose, head down, sword at his side as the blood of his vanquished foe rained across the graveyard.

“Boosted Bloodsplosion,” he uttered in a voice deeper than normal.

He’d earned a little indulgence.

“That’s great and all,” Sammy said, “but where’s the scepter?”

“Oh, shit!” Clarke looked up and then around, searching frantically for the artifact.

“Hon orry! I oht ihh!”

Brooke jogged over to him, grinning widely.

Clarke faced her, then did a double-take.

“Brooke?”

“Esh?”

“I’m glad you caught the scepter. I’d completely forgotten about it. Great work. Way to keep your eyes on the prize.”

“Hankh yuu!’

“But I have to ask.” He paused for a thoughtful moment. “Why did you decide to catch it with your teeth?”

“Unnoh.” The werewolf shrugged her broad, blood-soaked shoulders. “Ih fell lih tha ri⁠—”

“Please take it out of your mouth first.”

“Orry!” Brooke plucked the femur from her jaw. “I don’t know. Just felt like the right thing to do.”

“Come on, Clarke.” Sammy draped an arm around his shoulders. “A girl’s got to wolf out sometimes, you know?”

“Hey, there!” Emma waved from atop the admin building, then she and Ashley flew down. They crossed the parking lot and landed a few paces away in the graveyard.

“Ladies.” Clarke greeted them with a nod. “I think we’re done here.”

“Wow!” Emma’s eyes bugged out as she brought her wings in and hurried up to Clarke. She took hold of the arm opposite Sammy, who stepped back to make sure she didn’t accidently touch the succubus.

Emma leaned close. At first, Clarke thought she was going to kiss him, despite the blood dribbling down his face.

But then she stuck out her tongue and gave his cheek a long lick.

“Um, Emma? What are you doing?”

“Oh, yeah.” The succubus closed her eyes and let out a rapturous shiver. “That’s the good stuff right there.” She tugged on his arm. “Quick, we need to get you home before this wears off.”

“Excuse me? What’s this about?”

“You’re saturated with super sexy mana, and I’m not letting this opportunity slip by. You and I are going straight to bed after we get you home.”

“Aww.” Brooke’s ears drooped. “But I wanted a go at him first.”

“Tough. I hereby invoke my authority as First Girlfriend. You can go second, if you like.”

“Oh-kay.” Brooke’s shoulders slumped as she morphed back into her hybrid form.

“Can I at least take a shower first?” Clarke asked. “I’m drenched.”

“But so am I!” Emma replied, pressing a hand to her crotch.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Come on, Clarke.” Sammy put a hand on his back and urged him toward the graveyard’s exit. “Let’s get you home before she decides to jump your bone right here and now.”

“Speaking of bones,” Ashley asked delicately. “Did any of you⁠—”

“Right here!” Brooke presented her with the scepter.

“Thank you.” Ashley took hold of the artifact, then frowned and drew one of her hands back. Clear, wet strands connected it to the bone. “Um?”

“Something wrong?” Clarke asked.

“Does anyone know why the scepter’s covered in spit?”


Twenty-Four


Clarke didn’t get much sleep that night.

The ride back proved uneventful, though they had to throw tarps over his seat because of all the blood, and Emma kept pawing at him the whole way home. He headed straight for his suite after parking the car, discarding his soiled clothes before starting a long, hot soak in the shower. He was still in the process of rinsing all the vampire blood off when the shower door opened and Emma slid in, already naked.

“Let me help you with that.”

She proceeded to lather his hair and skin, paying extra attention to certain predictable parts of his body. At first, she added liquid soap and spread the resulting suds with her hands, but soon she switched to using her breasts for that job.

Clarke didn’t mind, and returned the favor.

With his hands, of course. Not his chest.

They rinsed away the suds and spent far too much time drying each other off. They both wiped the other down as slowly and thoroughly as possible, participating in a sort of teasing game to see who could tolerate the anticipation the longest.

Emma lost, practically begging him to take her, and they retreated to the bedroom.

“I want to be on top. Please?” she asked, guiding him onto his back once they reached the expansive mattress.

He let her have her way, and she rode him long and hard, grinding her hips against him as he played with her firm breasts and rock-hard nipples. She came at least three times before he shot his load into her. Her succubus magic reinvigorated him with each climax, extending his already enhanced stamina and heightening his pleasure in the process.

She dismounted him and then crawled over on her hands and knees.

“You don’t really need the help, but I cast a few choice buffs on you, just for tonight.”

She gave him a seductive wink then took him deep into her mouth, fellating him to full hardness. She continued to pleasure him—and herself, judging by the hand between her legs—until he spurted his second load down her throat.

She swallowed every drop.

“So fucking good,” she cooed, flopping onto her back. “I am so stuffed! Couldn’t eat another bite!”

She rolled over, pulling the sheets into an impromptu cocoon.

And then began to drift off into a deep, peaceful slumber.

“Food coma?” he asked.

She began to snore.

Loudly. Like a buzzsaw.

Clarke smiled and climbed out of bed as quietly as he could. He threw on a T-shirt and a pair of jeans before heading over to Brooke’s room.

“What do you still have pants on for?” the wolf girl demanded. She grinned toothily, naked and kneeling atop the bed, shiny trails trickling down her thighs.

“Uh … Because we all agreed not to go outside our rooms naked?”

“Come on, Clarke! You know that rule doesn’t apply to you. You take those clothes off right now!”

“Well, if you insist.” He pulled his T-shirt off and then unbuttoned the top of his jeans.

“Too slow!”

Brooke leaped off the bed and tackled him to the ground.

“Whoa!” he landed on his back with the wolf girl on top.

“Let me show you how it’s done!”

She extended her claws over the top of his jeans and then slashed down, ripping both legs open from waist to foot. She grabbed the tattered remains of his garment, jerked it out from under him, balled it up, and tossed it over a shoulder.

“Not to dampen the mood, but I liked those jeans.”

“I’ll buy you a new pair!” she replied urgently, and then mounted him right there on the floor, sliding him into her hot, soaking depths.

They eventually made it to the bed, but it took a lot of tries. Brooke may not have been in heat, but the full moon was close, and the heightened sexual energy she felt during that time of the month mixed with the echoes of the battle’s adrenaline rush. They didn’t so much make love to each other as attempt to wrestle their partner into submission, with Brooke proving to be a formidable opponent.

It took over an hour for Clarke to wear her down, but he succeeded.

Eventually.

“Why … aren’t … you tiring?” Brooke panted, her bountiful chest heaving with each breath.

“Emma gave me a boost with her sex magic.”

“Aww! No fair!”

“Want to have another go at it?”

“Nah, I’m bushed! I know when I’m beat!” She pulled him in for a kiss and then flopped back onto the bed. “Night, Clarke!”

“Good night.”

He found the shredded remains of his jeans, then tossed them aside with a frown, and ventured out in his birthday suit.

He knocked on Sammy’s bedroom door.

“Why, hello, Clarke,” came the slime girl’s surprisingly chill response. “I’ve been expecting you.”

Clarke eased the door open and peeked inside.

Sammy lay in bed, comforter pulled under her armpits, her back propped up on a mound of pillows. She glanced up from her open manga book.

“Why so nervous, Clarke?” she asked with a wry grin.

“I just came from Brooke’s, so my fight or flight response is on a hair trigger. Reading anything good?”

“Doujinshi smut.”

“Ah.”

“This one features characters from Capcom’s Monster Hunter series. The chick in it is trying to seduce her hunting partner by wearing a helmet and nothing else.”

“Of course. Why go about it any other way?”

Sammy closed the book and set it on the nightstand.

“I’d tell you I was getting all juiced up for you, but we both know lubrication’s a nonissue when it comes to us slime girls.” She lifted the covers. “Come join me? It’s warm and cozy in here.”

“You’re not going to leap across the room at me?”

“No, I’m going to wait here in bed, patiently, like a proper lady.” She raised her chin. “I’m using what we ladies like to call ‘self-control.’”

“You might want to explain that concept to the others.”

“Will do.” She waggled the comforter. “Now please get in bed so I can fuck you.”

Clarke climbed into bed with the slime girl, and she oozed over him, every hot inch of her slippery and inviting. She re-formed her upper body atop his, and they kissed—long, slow, and tender—as the rest of her shifted over and around his body, kneading his muscles and stroking his most sensitive parts.

It was a full body massage from, well, her full body, and Clarke basked in her every caress, welcoming the change of pace from the freneticism that had preceded her. Eventually, she re-formed her full humanoid shape, and he flipped her onto her back and drilled her hard and fast.

She snaked her arms and legs around him, urging him deeper, practically begging him for more, and he drove her into the bed until they both reached the apex of their shared pleasure.

They fell asleep after that, Sammy wrapped around him like a sexy, slippery semi-human blanket.
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Clarke drove the full team over to the Greys that morning.

“Both the mess at Raising Standards and CCU were in the news,” Hepatica reported, meeting with Broken Fang and her daughters in her basement once more. “Which means the Big Tech vampires saw it and have initiated their usual whitewashing efforts. Fortunately, the vampires’ control spells should end up working in our favor.

“For the moment, police are calling the incident at the university a ‘prank’ of all things, and the carnage at Raising Standards an ‘animal attack.’ Those stories will keep evolving until they’re nothing more than a dying memory, so all we need to do is sit tight and ride it out. I also have a few demihuman allies within the police. I’ve reached out to them and called in a few favors to ensure the investigations are nudged in the proper directions.”

“Sounds like the situation is under control,” Clarke said.

“More or less.” Hepatica’s eyes brushed across the items assembled on the table: Heinrich’s true grimoire, the decoy’s grimoire, and now the Scepter of Bone.

“Hepatica and I will continue our work studying these.” Ashley laid her hand on the table. “There are still passages within the true grimoire we’ve been unable to read, and studying the Scepter of Bone will take time.”

“What about Olcott’s grimoire?” Clarke asked. “He had one, right?”

“Almost certainly,” Ashley said.

“Then should we make an effort to find it, too? Can’t hurt to have more information at our fingertips.”

“An excellent idea.” Hepatica rapped her fingernails on the table. “But one for another day. It’ll be some time before we can safely search for it. The police will be crawling all over Olcott’s home and business, so we need to wait for the commotion to die down and for the control spells to sink in. But yes, finding that book is a logical next step.”

“Any idea what Olcott meant by ‘Portal of Gold’?” Clarke asked.

“I’m afraid not.” Hepatica let out a slow sigh. “I can ask around, though.”

“A pathway to unimaginable power, he called it, with the Scepter of Bone as its key.”

“Then it’s a good thing we have that key.”

“But where’s the lock it fits?” Emma asked. “Somewhere in or underneath the admin building?”

“It’s certainly the most logical place for us to look next,” Clarke said, “given that’s where we confronted Olcott. Both he and Heinrich were up to something around CCU, but it doesn’t feel like either of them had the full picture.”

“All the more reason for us to find Olcott’s grimoire.” Emma gestured to the two books. “Perhaps with it and Heinrich’s, we can piece together the full picture.”

“Perhaps,” Hepatica agreed, if guardedly. She opened the folder in front of her and picked up the first page.

“What’s that?” Clarke asked. “Olcott’s bounty?”

“That, and a bit more.” Hepatica slid the paper forward.

Clarke pulled it to him and skimmed over it.

“This is …”

“My proposal for our new business arrangement. You’ve completed three jobs for us: North, Olcott, and then, well, Olcott again. That concludes the provisional phase of our agreement. This contract is how I propose we move forward.”

“These terms …”

“Are they not to your liking?”

“It’s not that.” Clarke handed the page to Emma, who skimmed it swiftly.

The succubus whistled and passed it to Sammy.

“Hot damn!” the slime girl said with a grin and handed it to Brooke.

“Ooh!” the wolf girl cooed. “Big numbers good!”

“You’re serious about this?” Clarke asked the senior witch.

“I am.”

“Not business partners then, but a formal alliance? I didn’t expect this.”

“Yes, well …” Hepatica glanced at Ixia, who smiled in a reserved manner. “After consulting with my daughter, and after reviewing your accomplishments over the past few weeks—never mind the fact that you helped save my life—it occurs to me that you and your team are much more than the simple sum of your parts. You have some rough edges, to be sure, but you are replete with potential, and because of that, we witches of the Ashen Flower have decided to seek a formal alliance with Broken Fang.”

“What does that mean, precisely?”

“Some of it is quite simple. We will continue to aid each other and profit together, of course, funneling jobs to you that suit your team’s unique talents. But there’s more to it than that. We of the Ashen Flower promise to come to Broken Fang’s aid in times of great need. Your battles will be our battles, your enemies our enemies. When the blood runs thick and fangs bear down on your necks, we promise to be there for you, to fight alongside you against our common enemy. There is no greater pledge a coven can make.”

“This is …”

“What you wanted”—Hepatica cocked an eyebrow—“is it not?”

Clarke glanced over to Emma, who nodded enthusiastically.

“It’s a good deal, Clarke. Very good.”

“And you’ve earned it,” Ixia added.

“Indeed, they have,” Hepatica agreed.

They passed Clarke the full contract, and he reviewed it with Emma. Everything was very clear-cut, and he signed the document on behalf of Broken Fang. He passed the contract to Hepatica, and she signed it for the Coven of the Ashen Flower.

“Done,” Hepatica said, closing the folder. “Congratulations. You have forged your first alliance in your war against the vampires.”

A car door slammed shut outside the house, and Clarke twisted in his seat, wondering who it could be.

“But perhaps not the last,” Hepatica added with a quirky smile.

“Perfect timing,” Ixia said.

“Indeed.” Hepatica rose to her feet. “Clarke, I’ve taken the initiative of calling over an old acquaintance of mine. I made him aware of my intent to forge this alliance, and he expressed a desire to speak with you. Would you mind accompanying me upstairs? Oh, and it might be beneficial if Miss Rose were to join us as well.”
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Clarke wasn’t sure why Hepatica insisted on being mysterious about the new arrivals, and he became even more perplexed when Fiona and Oliver Rose stepped into the house.

“Mom! Dad!” Emma hurried forward.

“Hey. How’s my baby doing?” Fiona gave her daughter a tight, loving hug then released her. She glanced over her daughter’s shoulder with a smoky gaze and a waggle of her eyebrows. “Nice to see you again, Clarke.”

“Mrs. Rose,” he replied, his voice carefully neutral.

“Clarke.” Oliver greeted him with a nod, his face unreadable.

“Mr. Rose.”

Emma gave her father a hug, and the incubus gestured over to the next room.

“Let’s all have a seat, shall we? There’s something Fiona and I need to discuss with you.”

“Can I get you anything to drink?” Hepatica asked. “Tea or coffee, perhaps?”

“Tea for both of us, please.”

Clarke followed the Rose family into the living room and everyone took a seat. Emma’s parents selected a pair of high-backed leather chairs opposite the coffee table, leaving the couch for Clarke and Emma. He sat on one end and—Emma being Emma—she plopped down next to him, then slung an arm around his shoulders and draped her legs over his thigh.

Fiona smiled at the pair warmly while Oliver sat forward, elbows on his knees, head down as if he were gathering his thoughts. Clarke used the brief silence to ponder why Emma’s parents were here, though no matter how much he wracked his brain, he couldn’t come up with a suitable explanation.

Hepatica returned promptly with two cups and saucers. She set them down on the coffee table then stepped away, leaving the four of them alone in the living room.

The tea sat on the table, untouched.

Oliver looked up with a frown.

“Clarke, I believe we owe you and Emma an apology.”

“Whatever for?”

“We were overly harsh when you last came to us.”

“You mean when we asked for your help?”

“That’s right. We have … reconsidered your proposal.”

“You see,” Fiona began, leaning forward, “Hepatica is an old friend of ours.” The succubus’ eyes twinkled, and she reached over and took Oliver’s hand. “An old, close friend.”

Clarke nodded, wondering how close the succubus, incubus, and witch had been.

“She’s kept us abreast of your activities.” Oliver gave them a little shrug. “We’ve been worried about our daughter, so I hope you understand us being nosy.”

“Of course,” Clarke replied. “It’s perfectly natural for you to be concerned about your daughter’s health and happiness. I’d be surprised if you didn’t check in on her from time to time.”

“Quite so.” Oliver nodded, his expression softening by a hair. “And while I’d be lying if I said I was comfortable with everything I’ve heard, I’ve managed to come to terms with most of it.”

Fiona flashed a reassuring smile. “What he’s trying to say is you lot have done well.”

“That’s right,” Oliver said. “Jeremy North is another friend of ours, and he spoke highly of you. Likewise, Hepatica has had nothing but good things to say about your team. And about you specifically, Clarke, and how you’ve taken to your role as the group’s leader.”

“What about Sebastian Olcott?” Clarke asked. “He wasn’t a friend of yours, too, was he?”

“Oh, no no.” Fiona waved away the notion as if clearing the air. “We enjoy a bit of variety, but necrophilia is several steps too far.”

“Uh …” Clarke cringed. “That’s not what I meant.”

“We had amicable relations with the necromancer,” Oliver elaborated. “Nothing more, nothing less. And now that we know he was secretly a vampire, some of his recent activities make more sense. Especially his sudden obsession with the university. Any mage who’s willing to cavort with vampires is trouble we don’t need. Taking down a vampiric necromancer couldn’t have been easy, but your team pulled it off, and the city is a far better place thanks to you.”

“I’m glad you’ve warmed to our activities,” Clarke said. “It must be stressful for you, knowing your daughter is stepping into harm’s way. I’d hate for us to drive a wedge between you and Emma. But I also want you to know she’s an important—no, an essential—part of Broken Fang. We couldn’t have stopped Olcott without her.”

“Aww.” Emma slipped her legs under her on the couch and rested her head on his shoulder. “Doesn’t he say the nicest things?”

“It would take more than a few disagreements to break this family apart,” Oliver said, and smiled warmly for the first time since he arrived. “We don’t always see eye to eye, but we love Emma dearly, and that’ll never change.”

“I love you, too, Daddy.”

“But”—Fiona cocked an eyebrow—“it turns out we disagree less than you might think.”

“Quite.” Oliver sat up. “As I said, we’ve reconsidered your proposal. Regrettably, we can’t help you in any official capacity. All the fears we laid out still hold true. Fiona and I simply aren’t equipped to face the kinds of dangers you might bring to our door.”

“I understand,” Clarke replied. “And I know we can’t protect you. Not all the time, anyway.”

“Yes, but there’s a compromise available to us now. Fiona and I see and respect what you’re trying to do. We want to help, we genuinely do, and we believe we’ve come up with a way to do just that. Since you’re working with the Ashen Flowers, we can make use that relationship as well, funneling a portion of our aid through them to keep prying eyes off our backs.”

“Ah.” Clarke raised his eyebrows.

“We believe this level of separation should help keep us reasonably safe,” Fiona added, “while also allowing us to pass on any interesting tidbits we might come across.”

“This is great news.” Clarke spread his hands. “We’ll take all the help we can get.”

“Hepatica and I still need to sort out the details,” Oliver said, “but I’m sure we’ll come up with a suitable arrangement.”

“Oh, of course you two will.” Fiona chuckled. “Hepatica’s always been the flexible sort.”

Oliver chuckled back at his wife in a way that told Clarke he had firsthand experience with Hepatica’s “flexibility.” The incubus rose and extended a hand to Clarke.

“It’s nothing official, of course, but for all practical purposes, you and the rest of Broken Fang have one more ally in your fight against the vampires.”

Clarke stood up, smiling broadly, and shook Oliver’s hand.

“Thank you, sir. We’ll put your aid to good use. I promise you that.”

“No. Thank you. I want my daughter to be happy, and it warms my heart to know she’s with a man of your character. I’m … I’m proud. Of both of you.”
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Later that day, Clarke and the ladies of Broken Fang decided they’d earned a celebration, though not the customary kind.

At least, not initially.

Other celebrations would likely follow as the evening wore on, though.

In the meantime, everyone grabbed their dice, Titan Mage miniatures, and character sheets. Sammy wheeled out a new terrain table, which she’d modeled after a location from the sourcebook called Crash Canyon. She then placed an expansive dinner order: multiple platters loaded with nigiri, dozens of sushi rolls, a wide assortment of pork dumplings, takoyaki balls, potato croquettes, seaweed salads, and other appetizers, along with what had to be a gallon of miso soup.

The food arrived, and they arranged the feast on the kitchen’s main island.

“Let’s eat!” Sammy declared before her expression turned sour. She leaned over the trashcan and spat something tiny and metallic into it.

Everyone grabbed plates of food and they gathered in what had become the team’s semi-official gaming room. Ashley introduced the scenario, and they began working their way through both it and the feast.

“Titan Slippery Vixen will spend three Fuel to⁠—”

“What tier is your furnace?” Ashley interrupted.

Sammy glared across the terrain at the angel but didn’t otherwise respond.

“I’m simply asking you a question,” Ashley added at last.

“Look.” Sammy flapped her character sheet about. “Not only did I actually read the rules this time, I checked with Clarke to make sure I upgraded my titan correctly.”

“She did,” Clarke said. “It’s all good.”

“And on top of that,” Sammy continued, “I even changed my titan’s name so you’d stop giving me grief over it. So, would you please cut me a little …”

The slime girl paused, finger frozen mid-wag. She grimaced, and her eyes darted left, then right.

“Hold on a sec.” She grabbed the bucket at her feet, placed it on her lap, and swished something around inside her chest. “Almost got it.”

Ashley sighed and gave her a little headshake.

Sammy leaned over the bucket and spat. The gooey wad hit the bottom with a loud plink! She inspected the bucket’s contents and grinned proudly.

“Heck, yeah! Two-for-one this time!”

“Could you please stop that?”

“Ash, just accept the fact that I’m going to be spitting out buckshot for the next few days. I took a lot of hits.”

“But do you have to do it so gleefully?”

“Of course! That’s two less pellets floating around my innards. That alone is reason to celebrate.”

Ashley let out another sigh, this one louder and longer than the first.

“Okay, where was I?” Sammy set her bucket on the floor then surveyed the board state. “Right. Titan Slippery Vixen will⁠—”

The doorbell rang, and everyone looked up.

“Sammy?” Clarke asked, brow creasing. “Did you order extra again?”

“Hm.” The slime girl tapped her lips with a thoughtful finger. “You know, I think I did.”

“You think?”

“Would you mind checking the door?”

Clarke stood up and was about to head for the foyer, but then paused when Sammy rose as well.

“Sammy?”

“Yes?”

“Why’re you getting up, too?”

“Dunno. Just thought you might like some help.” The slime girl gave Emma an exaggerated—and very obvious—wink.

“Oh!” Emma stood up with a smile. “You know. We should all come along and help.”

“Ah, yes.” Ashley rose with her own sly smile. “Perhaps we should.”

“Wait.” Brooke’s ears perked up. “Is this the part where we⁠—”

“Not yet, Brooke!” Sammy hissed through the corner of her mouth.

“Whoops!” Brooke whispered. “Sorry!”

Clarke raised an eyebrow at Sammy, but she only flashed a quick smile.

“You lot are up to something,” he said.

“Pfft!” Sammy dismissed the notion with a wave. “Get out of here, Clarke. You’re just being paranoid.”

“Paranoid, you say.”

He glanced from the slime girl’s forced grin to the others. Ashley wore a sly, subtle smile, while Emma practically bounced on her heels with excitement, and Brooke’s tail kept whipping back and forth.

“All right.” He sighed. “Let’s see what this is about.”

Everyone followed him to the foyer. He placed his hand on the front door’s lever, then turned back to the four women tailing him.

“I suppose none of you will tell me what’s going on?”

No one volunteered an explanation.

“Right.” Clarke turned the lever and pulled the door open⁠—

—to find Ixia standing there with her hands behind her back. Her violet eyes met his and she smiled.

“Hey there, Clarke.”

“Ixia? What are you doing here?”

“Sammy invited me.”

“We all did,” Emma corrected, and Brooke added her own enthusiastic nod.

“Not only that, but I came prepared.” Ixia brought her hands around, revealing her own titan miniature.

It was a sleek black and purple model, not as expertly painted as Sammy’s, but Clarke could see the obvious care and attention to detail that had gone into the paint job.

“I call it Titan Effervescent Glitch.” Ixia held the model against her chest, her smile growing cautious. “Got room for one more tonight?”

“Oh, I think we can manage.” Clarke placed a hand on her shoulder and welcomed her inside.

“What about the night after?” Ixia asked. “And the night after that?”

“How long would you like to stay?”

She put her arms around him and rested her head against his chest.

“As long as you’ll let me.”


Blood Knight: Academy of Silence
A Harem Urban Fantasy Adventure



Prologue


The small, windowless office was unremarkable.

The woman behind the desk wasn’t.

Lady Illustris Tenebris Iram—Wrath of the Glorious Darkness—lounged in a highbacked chair, its dark leather softened with long use. She wore a black qipao that showed off her long legs, crossed with slender hands resting in her lap. The Chinese dress featured a golden dragon—because apparently that was everyone’s idea of what a qipao looked like these days. Either that or decorated with flowers, and she’d take the dragon any day.

The embroidered serpent snaked up, down, and around her full, voluptuous figure. Her skin was soft and pale, her face delicate and composed. It wasn’t her usual face, however. This one she reserved for only her most distinguished guests.

And what a guest, she thought with a wry grin. How long has it been since I had dealings with the Academy of Silence?

The Academy was the vampires’ answer to an important question: how best to keep various malefactors—mages or unhexed demihumans—under control? That answer took the form of the deviant hunters: elite vampires specially trained to kill the hardest of targets. The Academy was part school, fortress, and command center all wrapped in one, and though she knew where it was located—and couldn’t deny the allure of its many secrets—she also knew that some things were best left alone.

The wooden door to her office creaked open, and a tall, handsome man stepped in. Everything about him was dark, from his short, curly hair to his complexion and the long trench coat emphasizing his broad frame. He closed the door and approached the desk, every motion measured and precise. He reminded Iram of a coiled spring, full of pent-up energy, ready to explode into action at the slightest provocation.

The man removed his sunglasses and pocketed them, revealing dark eyes, piercing and patient.

They were the eyes of a predator.

They had to be, for this man hunted only the most dangerous of prey.

The lines of his face were sharp, yet youthful, but those eyes hinted at a cold, ancient truth. An aura of magic followed him into the room, partially obscured by a well-crafted Concealment spell, but not good enough to shroud all his power. Not from her.

She sensed the iron in that aura. Strong and pungent, even in its occluded state.

It left the taste of blood in the air.

“Lady Iram.” His voice was deep and resonant.

“Dorian,” she replied, her tone light, almost musical. This wasn’t her usual voice, either. She gestured to the only other chair in the office, and Deviant Hunter Dorian Alant sank into it.

“It’s been a while since I saw that face. I thought we agreed to leave it in the past.”

“I was feeling nostalgic this morning.”

“Then there’s no hidden message you’re trying to convey?”

“None.”

“I somehow doubt that. Nothing is ever so simple with you.”

“You know me so well, then?”

“I know your type.”

“My ‘type,’ is it now?” Lady Iram cocked an eyebrow. “How long has it been, Dorian?”

“At least ten years. Perhaps longer.”

“And in all that time, you never so much as sent me a letter.”

“My work keeps me busy.”

“No phone calls either.”

“Very busy.”

“Not even an email. You know that’s a thing nowadays, right?”

“I’m aware.”

“Got to stay current, Dorian. Can’t let the latest human trends slip by you.”

“I understand you have a little deviancy problem, and that you requested me personally.”

“May have one. And is that all you have to say? Just straight to business as if we only saw each other yesterday?”

“Is there anything else but the Academy’s business?”

“Of course, there is. For one, how’s Bel, and have you spoken to her recently?”

Dorian’s lip twitched. “Our Great Mother graced the Academy with her presence last year. And yes, I was granted the honor of speaking to her, if briefly.”

“She have anything interesting to say?”

“She expressed her pride in the Academy, and in a few of my own accomplishments.”

“Pride, is it?” Iram chuckled. “I thought sloth was more her style.”

“You haven’t changed at all. Must you always speak of Mother so casually?”

“Kid, let me explain something to you.” Lady Iram sat forward. “I was old long before you were born, and Bel is far older than me. You think either of us care for your stuffy formalities?”

“Respect is due to the mother of all vampires.”

“She’s not my mother.”

“That much is self-evident, but would it trouble you to show her a little deference? At least while I’m here. If you were anyone else, I would have ripped your throat out by now.”

Iram rolled her one eye. “You mean you would have tried.”

“Would it help if I said ‘please’?”

“All right, all right.” She flashed a sudden smile, cold but polite. “I’ll behave myself. But only because you’re my favorite hunter.”

“Thank you.” Dorian relaxed, if only by the tiniest of fractions. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to discuss why I’m here.”

“The reason you’re here is simple: local vampires keep turning up dead, and I don’t know why.”

“When and how many?”

“Five so far. It started about three months ago with a vampire named Heinrich. He used to work at Chester Creek University as a math professor.”

“Pureblood?”

“No, risen.”

Dorian snorted. “Hardly a concern of ours.”

“Trust me, it gets better. I don’t know who killed Heinrich, but it had the appearance of typical risen infighting. Two other risen vampires moved in to claim Heinrich’s territory shortly afterward: Plainsborough and Rost, CCU’s head librarian and head football coach respectively. They clashed several times—destroying each other’s property and thralls—until their petulant spat culminated in a duel at the stadium.”

“Who won?”

“Neither. They both snuffed it.”

“An unusual outcome for a duel.”

“That’s what I thought at the time, but there’s more. It turns out a third vampire was present that night. I don’t have any information on this one, but the amount of structural damage suggests a very powerful pureblood. Too powerful to ordinarily be concerned with a pissant town like this.”

“Then that’s who killed the others?”

“No. He’s dead, too! As in, his guts were splattered all over the stadium!”

“I see.” Dorian lowered his eyes. “That’s four dead so far. Who’s the fifth?”

“Olcott, a necromancer some dumbass elevated into a risen.”

The hunter looked up sharply. “Someone turned a mage into a vampire?”

“Correct.”

“That couldn’t have ended well.”

“It didn’t. There’s a cemetery on the campus grounds. The original name is unimportant; nowadays it’s called Old Chester Cemetery. It’s part of the old church the place got built around. Someone used Olcott’s body to paint it red.”

“And that someone is …”

“Wouldn’t I like to know?” Lady Iram leaned back in her chair, and the leather sighed.

“Five vampires dead,” Dorian said. “Three of them risen nobodies, but two that weren’t: one a pureblood and the other a risen mage. Quite the impressive pile of corpses.”

“You see why I called you here.”

“I do.” He let out a slow sigh. “Could the mage clans be behind this?”

“Dorian, the mage clans are always up to something. You might as well ask me if the sky is still blue.”

“Point taken.”

“Sure, they could be behind the killings, but every mage knows to stay clear of vampiric business.”

“Lest a d-hunter be called in to perform a little housekeeping,” Dorian added, his cruel grin revealing his fangs.

“Precisely. And the same goes for the demihumans in this city. They all know not to mess with you vampires, because there will be consequences. Personally, I’d say we’re dealing with a group and not an individual. Perhaps mages. Perhaps unhexed demihumans. Maybe a mix of the two. We could have a team of uppity idiots on our hands. People trying to make the world a ‘better place’ or some dreck like that. But there may be another motivator at work here, one that’s drawing powerful individuals to this area.”

“Do you have any idea what that might be?”

“Not really.”

“Then it seems my task is twofold. Objective One: Find and eliminate whoever’s killing vampires in this city. Objective Two: Uncover what in this area makes the killings worthwhile.”

“That about sums it up.” She pushed a manila folder across the desk. “Here’s all the information I’ve compiled on the victims. Also, I recommend you take a close look at the university grounds. All the recent excitement seems to involve that place one way or another. Hell if I know why, though.”

“Then I’ll have a look around, starting with the stadium and the cemetery.”

“Are you settled in yet?”

“No. I still need a base of operations while I’m in this area.”

“I can arrange one for you, if you like.”

“This place?” Dorian made a circular gesture, indicating the business Lady Iram ran.

“No, no. Too public. I have a better location in mind. One with all the amenities of home. It’s scheduled to be renovated soon, anyway, so you’ll have the whole place to yourself. It’s in downtown Chester Creek, tucked into a corner that doesn’t see a lot of foot traffic, and it even has some existing Wards for protection, though you may wish to reinforce those yourself.”

“Acceptable.” Dorian pushed his chair back and rose.

“Don’t you want to stay a little longer?” Lady Iram’s tone bordered on a pout.

“The sooner I get started, the better.”

“Always duty first when it comes to you. It’s a shame, really.” Lady Iram retrieved a chilled wine bottle and two empty glasses from underneath her desk. Moisture clung to the bottle and traced down its sides. She set them down on the desktop. “I suppose I’ll have to drink this myself.”

Dorian turned the bottle. His eyebrows rose when he read the label.

“Virgin werewolf blood. If any of your customers saw you with this, they’d rip your throat out.”

“They’d try.” Lady Iram opened the bottle of bloodwine and poured two full glasses. “Fortunately, I have nothing to fear. Ignorance is bliss, as the humans are so fond of saying.”

Dorian raised his glass and breathed in the aroma.

“Exquisite,” he sighed, fangs lengthening.

Lady Iram found her gaze drawn to the four obsidian rings glinting on his left hand.

“Another one?” she asked.

“Pardon?”

“You had three rings last we met.”

“I’ve served the Academy long enough to receive my fourth. Our Great Mother granted it to me herself.”

“My, how time flies. Has it really been that long?”

“You growing senile in your old age?” Dorian asked, quirking a smile.

“Hardly.” Lady Iram raised her glass. “To the success of your mission.”

“To success.”

They drained their glasses.


One


“Here we go again,” Sammy sighed more than said.

J.B. Clarke gave the young woman a look of mild reproach.

“What?” She shrugged her shoulders.

Today, Samantha “Sammy” Eloise possessed a slender figure. Clarke had to add that mental “today,” because Sammy was a slime girl, capable of adapting both the shape and appearance of her body to suit a wide range of situations and threats. She wore a black leather jacket and tight black jeans, her motorcycle helmet slung under an arm. The helmet was splashed with a riotous rainbow of colors.

She’d formed her bright red hair into a pixie cut with purple highlights and would have appeared wholly human if not for her eyes. Those were twin swirling pools of orange and red.

Clarke turned back to the construction office and adjoined warehouse. A large cemetery neighbored the property.

“I was hoping for a bit more enthusiasm. Olcott’s grimoire may be inside, and finding it will bring us one step closer to figuring out just what the hell is going on.”

“I know that,” Sammy replied. “I’m just sick of fighting zombies.”

“Come on, Sammy.” Brooke punched her fist, a wide grin revealing her wolfish fangs. “The undead are fun to fight!”

Clarke glanced at the tall, athletic, busty wolf girl smiling with almost manic glee. Brooke Hawthorne was a werewolf through and through and had been anticipating a chance to “wolf out” all morning. She wore a loose gray tank top and yoga pants that were stretchy enough to not be destroyed when she morphed into a full werewolf.

Her wolf ears stood high atop her head, and her tail wagged as she bounced lightly on the balls of her feet. She’d bound her long chestnut hair into a ponytail that reached the back of her hips and wore a black collar around her neck with a single metal ring hanging off the front. Clarke had to force himself not to think of it as a dog collar.

“I like how they go crunch when I snap them in half,” Brooke added, her yellow eyes bright and eager.

“Yeah, but fighting them is so messy.” Sammy placed a hand on her hip. “They burst when I smash them, and their fluids squirt everywhere. All you have to worry about is blood matting your fur, but my skin absorbs all the grossness, and that just leaves a foul taste in my everything.”

“You could try leaving your clothes on this time.”

“Nah. I need to be able to morph freely. Clothes just get in the way.”

“But what if⁠—”

The two demihumans bantered on about the finer details of monster hunting while Clarke studied the location. Raising Standards had once been the roadwork construction company of Sebastian Olcott, a necromancer who’d employed his talents to create his … employees. He’d built a business around a workforce that didn’t eat, sleep, or care if they were crushed under a compactor.

But that double life hadn’t been enough; Olcott had conspired with a pureblood vampire named Otto Heinrich, and as part of their deal, Heinrich had turned Olcott into a vampire. The pair’s ultimate goal remained shrouded in mystery—something about a search for a “Portal of Gold” and attaining incredible power—but what mattered most was both men were dead.

The building was now a lifeless shell. More lifeless after Clarke and the others slaughtered the zombie workforce during their last visit. The parking lot was empty, all the trucks and construction equipment gone, and the tattered remnants of yellow police tape hung from the door, flapping in the cold morning breeze.

Clarke wondered what the humans who knew Olcott had thought of his death. Or if they even remembered the man at all. Vampiric control spells could distort people’s perception of reality, bending minds to keep the supernatural hidden in plain sight. The carnage at Raising Standards had appeared in the news as an unfortunate “animal attack” before it had vanished from the headlines entirely.

Clarke had become aware of this hidden world about five months ago, and he’d quickly recognized the terrible injustice being inflicted upon humanity. He couldn’t sit by and do nothing, and so he’d joined Broken Fang, a small but ambitious team seeking to stop the vampires who secretly ruled the world.

Now he was Broken Fang’s leader, which suited him just fine. He was a blood knight, after all, descended from a nearly extinct line of vampire slayers—the greatest the world had ever seen—and he had embraced that heritage with open arms.

He would fight these monsters until either humanity was free or the vampires killed him first.

Those were the only possible outcomes.

But before I can run, he told himself, I must first learn to walk.

“No, I like leaving my panties on,” Sammy continued, responding to a comment Clarke hadn’t heard. “It gets breezy down there when I fight completely naked.”

“Ladies, let’s focus on the job.”

“Right.” Brooke snapped to attention. “Sorry, Clarke!”

“We done waiting?” Sammy asked.

“One moment.” Clarke keyed the radio on his belt and heard the channel open in his earpiece. “You read me, Emma?”

“Loud and clear,” replied the succubus, hanging back out of sight. “I’ve got you and the entrance in my scope.”

“Keep an eye out for uninvited guests.”

“Will do. I’ve got your back.”

Clarke unkeyed the radio and drew the revolver from his shoulder harness. He opened the cylinder and verified it was fully loaded. His fingers brushed against the backs of the six cartridges, and he perceived the Break spells on each bullet as a collection of sensations: a shattering presence of ruptured stone coupled with vines and a gentle rain of flower petals.

“Get ready, ladies.” He closed the cylinder and fitted his gun back into the harness. “We’re going in.”

“Yes!” Brooke kicked off her sandals as rich, brown fur sprouted from her bare skin. Her arms lengthened, and her feet turned into muscular digitigrade joints. Her hands grew, fingernails extending into vicious scythes. The tank top strained against her broadening chest, and her face extruded into a long, toothy snout.

She clapped her powerful jaws, shook out her head, then retrieved the revolver hanging from her shoulder harness. She double-checked its readiness then returned it to the holster.

Sammy slipped out of her shoes—no need to unlace them when she could shrink her feet—then let her jacket and jeans drop to the pavement. She stood there in only a black bra and panties, her skin altering to a glistening bubblegum pink. She stabbed a hand into her chest and pulled out a revolver, then checked the gun and stuffed it back inside.

The weapon floated within her chest as a murky silhouette. Concealed carry had a very different meaning when it came to slimes.

“Ready, Clarke,” Brooke growled, her voice deeper now. The werewolf cracked her knuckles, then angled her neck to either side.

“Me, too.” Sammy pantomimed crackling her knuckles, but no sound came out.

“Do you even have knuckles to crack?” Brooke asked.

“Hold on. I’ve got this.”

Sammy shook out her hands then repeated the gesture, but the only sound produced by her efforts was a sad, musical fart.

Clarke and Brooke turned slowly toward the slime girl, their faces neutral.

“That was air.” Sammy flashed a quick, apologetic smile.

“Did your knuckles just fart at us?” Clarke asked.

“Maybe?”

“How’s that even work?”

“You know how the finger-cracking sound comes from little air bubbles?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I tried to emulate that by creating air pockets at the base of each finger.”

“Sure sounded like a fart,” Brooke said.

“Yes. I know! Thank you, Captain Obvious!”

Brooke’s ears wilted and her tail hung limply.

“Game faces, ladies.” Clarke strode toward the office. “We’ve got a job to do.”

He cast Sanguine Shield. Red lightning snapped across his clothes briefly, then vanished as the magical barrier settled around him. He marched up to the front door, the werewolf and slime girl close behind.
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The main office was a dead end. Someone—probably the police—had cleared out the dismembered zombies, but the place was still a mess with dented and cracked walls, busted cubicles, and office debris strewn across the floor.

They took a covered path over to the warehouse and searched it with more success. Most of the heavy equipment was gone, but a conspicuous pallet of cement mix remained, and when Clarke approached it, he realized why. A combination of Conceal and Obfuscate had been placed over it, which may have led the police to unwittingly ignore the pallet sitting in plain sight.

Brooke shifted the heavy bags of cement mix aside to reveal a metal hatch in the floor. She tested the handle.

“Locked. Want me to open it?”

“Not yet. Let me try first.”

Clarke knelt beside her and spread his hand over the hatch. He cast Minor Telekinesis, and the crude lock unfolded within his mind. With a simple thought, he nudged at the bolt. It clanked into the open position, and he swung the hatch up.

“Nice!” Brooke said. “You’re getting better with that.”

“Thanks.” Clarke flicked on a light switch and started down the stairs. The path opened to a wide room at the bottom.

Olcott’s lair was clean and well-constructed. Clarke had searched lairs that were nothing more than trap-laden holes in the dirt. This one, by contrast, was a genuine space for living and working. The design was simple and utilitarian but spacious with plenty of furniture: workbenches, storage racks, bookshelves, two refrigerators, a sink, coffeemaker, and a leather recliner. Pipes and cable trays ran across the ceiling, providing power and plumbing to the other rooms.

“Something stinks down here,” Brooke grumbled, then rubbed her snout.

“Zombies?” Clarke asked.

“Yeah.” Brooke sniffed the air. “But there’s something else. Similar, but not quite a zombie.”

“Could be another kind of undead. Stay alert.”

Clarke started for the leftmost of the three doors, intent on conducting a circuitous search, when the center door opened. A fat zombie in an orange safety vest shambled toward them.

“Not master?” the zombie groaned.

“Can I?” Brooke brandished her claws. “Please?”

“Knock yourself out,” Clarke replied.

“Yes!” Brooke dashed forward, ears flattened.

The zombie belched long and loud, expelling a thick cloud of greenish gas. Brooke rushed into the cloud, which billowed around her. She’d nearly reached the zombie when she suddenly coughed and backpedaled, waving her hands desperately.

“Oh, God! What the fuck?”

She turned away, coughing. Her eyes watered, her snout dripped with mucus, and she staggered back into the clear.

“You okay?” Clarke asked.

Brooke dropped onto her hands and knees, chest heaving with each desperate breath.

“Olcott left us a fart zombie.” Sammy said, engorging one of her fists into a pink bowling ball.

“I believe the technical term is ‘ghast’.” Clarke cast Summon Thirstblade, and a scarlet sword ignited into his hand. “You going to be okay there, Brooke?”

“My eyes are watering so bad I—huk—can’t see.”

“Then stay back. We’ll handle this.”

“He’s all—hurk—yours.”

“NOT MASTER!” The bloated ghast shuffled toward them, chest ballooning for another attack.

The edge of the expanding cloud reached Clarke.

“God, that is rancid!” He took a step back and pulled his shirt over his nose.

“Don’t worry!” Sammy raised her enlarged fist. “Slime girl’s got you both covered!”

She charged in and punched the ghast’s head clean off, which bounced deeper into the lair. Green gas spewed from its neck stump, adding to the fumes. She threw a sharp uppercut into the ghast’s belly, and its neck turned into a noxious geyser.

The gases spread until the entire room was fogged green from end to end.

“Why’s it stink worse now?” Brooke cried, rubbing her eyes. Her chest shuddered with a dry heave.

“Almost finished!” Sammy kicked the ghast, and it flew back, fumes pouring out of its deflating body, thickening the air with even more filth.

“I’m not sure that helped.” Clarke dropped his shirt collar with a frown. It wasn’t doing any good anyway.

“I took care of the ghast, didn’t I?”

“That’s beside the point. Brooke, you hanging in there?”

“I think I’m going to⁠—”

Her chest heaved, and she spewed bilious chunks all over the floor. Pale fluid dripped from her snout.

“Is there a restroom nearby?”

“Actually …” Clarke looked around, waving away the stink cloud. “I think one of these side rooms is one.”

“Can you guide me to it? I’m—huk—not finished.”

“Sure.” Clarke helped the werewolf to her feet and guided her to the door. She burst through, and the door rebounded shut behind her.

A toilet lid banged open.

“Huk … huk … hu-u-u-u-urk!”

Clarke frowned at the restroom door, then faced Sammy when she joined him.

“I’m glad I’ve absorbed some of your resistances,” he said quietly. “But Brooke isn’t so fortunate.”

“Sorry. I didn’t expect him to outgas quite that badly.”

“You learn something new every day.” Clarke glanced around. “Have you spotted a fan or ventilation controls? Something to get the air moving?”

“No, but I’ll have a look around.”

“BLEARGH!”

“Damn, girl!” Sammy said. “How much did you eat for breakfast?”

“Too much!” Brooke spat in reply, followed by a long splashing sound.

“Let’s look around,” Clarke said. “She could be in there a while.”

Sammy found the controls first and switched the ventilation over to CONTINUOUS. Industrial fans had cleared the air to a thin, smoky fog by the time Brooke shuffled out, eyes reddened and snout raw.

“Okay,” the werewolf huffed in a defeated, nasal voice. “I’m empty now.”

“How do you feel?” Clarke asked. “Still up for this?”

“My nose is stuffed, and I have a strong urge to kill something.”

“That may be a problem. All we’re bound to find down here are zombies.”

“Kill it again.”
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Clarke led Brooke and Sammy through a methodical sweep of Olcott’s lair, but no matter how many rooms they searched or bookshelves they emptied, the grimoire was nowhere to be found.

“You sure he had one?” Sammy asked after a while, open books scattered around the bookshelf she’d emptied.

“It’s not a guarantee,” Clarke replied, “but it seems likely. We know he used at least one vampiric spell when he summoned the terrorgeist, and since we haven’t come across any spell books—let alone one with that summon—it seems reasonable he wrote it down in a secret grimoire.”

“Sure, but he also could have used Heinrich’s, right?” Sammy pointed out. “Heinrich’s grimoire has the terrorgeist spell.”

“True, but Heinrich didn’t strike me as the type to share power, so it’s more likely Olcott came across the spell independently. Either way, let’s keep searching a little longer. It doesn’t hurt to be thorough.”

They continued their sweep, combing through each room until they reached the far end of the underground complex.

“Well, that’s that.” Sammy kicked a pebble across the floor. “No grimoire.”

“At least not here.” Brooke said, then rubbed her swollen nose.

“Maybe he kept it at a different location.” Clarke glanced around.

They were in a large room tucked into the far end of the complex. It was unfinished and didn’t seem to have a purpose, which was why they’d saved it for last. The concrete floor gave way to dirt walls and a ceiling shored up with wooden beams.

“Could we have missed something?” Sammy asked.

“Sure, we could have.” Clarke rubbed his hand across the wall, and granular bits of red clay crumbled away. He wiped the hand on his jeans. “A Concealment spell in the right place. Maybe a hidden compartment built into the walls or floor. It could be tucked away in any number of places.”

“Should we keep looking, then?”

“I’m not sure what else we can do. If Olcott had a second lair, there’s no way we’d find it on our own. The grimoire’s either here, or we’re out of luck.”

“Hey, you smell that?” Brooke bobbed her head to sample the air.

“You mean besides the lingering eau de ghast?” Sammy asked.

“Smells like …” Brooke walked up to the far wall and ran her claws lightly over the red clay. She sniffed her claws. “Something’s up with this wall. It smells off.”

“Can you be more specific?” Clarke asked.

“Not with my nose like this.” Brooke placed her ear against the clay surface, then wagged her tail. “There’s a chamber on the far side! I can hear air circulating!”

“Seriously?” Sammy shook her head. “How big a lair did this guy need?”

“Wait a second.” Clarke glanced back the way they came and tried to visualize the lair. “We’re maybe a hundred yards from the stairs. Given where the warehouse sits, that’s got to place us off his property.”

Brooke’s ears stood up. “And there’s a cemetery right next door.”

“You mean we’re underneath that?” Sammy asked.

“Seems so.” Clarke turned back to his companions, then grinned. “We knew Olcott was poaching corpses from his neighbors, but I didn’t expect him to have built a tunnel network!”

“Then why’s there a dirt wall here?” Sammy asked.

“As an extra security measure.” Clarke placed his hand against the wall. “Yeah, there it is. It’s subtle, which is why I missed it before, but there’s a Shaping spell buried in the wall. Olcott may have used it to shift the earth aside at will.”

“You think the grimoire’s on the other side?” Brooke asked.

“Let’s hope so.” Clarke backed away and pointed at the wall. “Brooke, clear us a path!”

“You got it!”

The werewolf ripped into the wall with her claws, and clay chunks fell to her feet. It didn’t take long before she tore open a small hole to the next chamber.

“Hold up, Brooke.”

She backed away and picked at the clay clinging to her claws.

Clarke peeked through the gap. He unclipped the small flashlight on his belt and shined it through the opening.

“Can’t see much yet, but the chamber’s big and might branch out in a few directions.”

“Makes sense if Olcott was pilfering corpses,” Sammy said. “He’d want access to as many graves as possible.”

“Yeah. And with zombies excavating these tunnels, he had plenty of⁠—”

Green lightning flashed across the next chamber, and Clarke backed away from the hole in the wall. More energy zipped back and forth, quickening and brightening until the hole shone like an evil, green spotlight.

The air thickened with sensations of magic: bone, stone, and the taste of iron.

This was vampiric magic.

“Get ready!” Clarke snapped out his thirstblade. “Olcott left us a surprise.”

“Suits me just fine,” Brooke growled, spreading her claws. “He owes me breakfast!”

“You still hung up about that?”

“It was a really good breakfast! Emma made me crepes.”

“What?!” Sammy faced the werewolf sharply. “When did crepes happen?”

“Focus, ladies. Here it comes, whatever it is.”

Green energy danced over the wall, and they backed away to the far side of the room. Dozens of unseen objects rolled across the ground, clacking together into a single mass on the other side of the dirt wall. Sounds grated out, like stone against stone, and a hulking shape rose to block the green light.

The wall exploded toward them, and a massive humanoid stomped out. It stood on two legs, but those limbs were stocky amalgamations of several skeletal legs. Its arms were equally bulked up, with whole hands acting as “fingers.” The torso was a random collection of ribcages, and several skulls formed the “head,” glaring at them with green fire burning in empty eye sockets.

“Bone golem,” Sammy breathed. “Looks like five or six corpses went into this thing.”

“Just gives me more bones to break!” Brooke snarled.

Green light scintillated up and down the monster, and plates of polished obsidian formed over its limbs and chest.

“Scratch that,” Sammy said. “Armored bone golem!”

“We’ll take it together.” Clarke raised his thirstblade. “Now!”

They charged the golem. Sammy smashed her fists into one arm, and Brooke’s claws sparked against the other. Clarke dashed straight in and swung through the middle.

All their attacks rang harmlessly against the obsidian plates.

The golem opened its many mouths and expelled a plume of green flame. Clarke bolted to the side, and the corpse fire scorched the ground where he’d been. He rounded the creature, and it turned ponderously to track him, heads creaking on disjointed necks.

Brooke slashed across the back of its torso, tearing shallow grooves in the vampiric obsidian. Sammy joined both hands into an oversized mallet and brought it crashing against the golem’s knee, but all the impact did was ring back through her slime as if she were a cartoon character.

The golem swung at Sammy, but Clarke spent a portion of his own life force and cast Sanguine Prison. Scarlet chains materialized out of thin air, ensnaring the limb and giving Sammy enough time to scurry away from the attack.

Clarke released the spell, and the golem slammed its fist into the ground.

“That armor’s tough!” Brooke backed away next to Clarke. “I’m having trouble finding an opening.”

“Then we’ll make one.” Clarke drew his revolver.

“Hell yeah!” Brooke pulled out her own weapon. “Sammy?”

“I see you!” Her revolver slithered up her arm and then popped out of her palm. She snatched it out of the air and took aim.

“Fire!” Clarke ordered, and all three unloaded their weapons into the golem.

The staccato roar of their guns was like rolling thunder, even with the Muffle spells enchanting their barrels. The fusillade pounded the golem from all angles, and Clarke’s shield shimmered protectively, saving his ears from the worst of it.

All eighteen bullets—twelve .44 Magnums and six .38 Specials—hit their mark, each loaded with armor-nullifying Break spells. Vampiric obsidian shattered like black glass, and then raw physical force splintered the bones underneath. The golem reeled under the onslaught and dropped onto its hands and knees.

Brooke stuffed her gun back into its holster and leaped onto the golem’s back. She chomped into its shoulder, bones crunching under her viselike jaw. She snarled with her mouth full and then—with a sharp jerk of her head—ripped the arm clean off.

Sammy smashed her fists into the golem from the other side, shattering bones, and Clarke lopped off three skulls with a single clean stroke. His thirstblade autocast Drain, and a portion of the golem’s life became his, replenishing what he’d spent in the battle.

The three of them slashed, ripped, stomped, stabbed, pounded, and pulverized the golem until nothing remained but broken bits of bone atop black glass splinters.

“Job good and done,” Sammy declared, wiping off her hands.

“What?!” Brooke stuck a finger in a tall wolf ear and wiggled it around.

“You going to be okay?” Clarke asked, speaking up and enunciating each word with care.

“My ears are ringing something fierce! But it’ll pass!”

Clarke nodded. Brooke had once regenerated a lost eye in a matter of days. Compared to that, stunned eardrums were a minor inconvenience.

“All right, then.” He turned back to the gaping hole in the wall and the expansive tunnel network behind it. “Now, let’s see if we can find that grimoire.”


Two


“Here’s another grimoire for the collection.” Clarke set the hefty leatherbound tome onto the tailgate and stepped back. All five of Broken Fang’s field team members had gathered behind the huge black BMW X7.

Ashley Smith ran delicate fingers across the leather binding. The rising sun caught her long blonde hair, framing her face with a brief, golden aura. Her deep blue eyes and pale, flawless skin added to the sense of surreal beauty, as if she were too perfect to exist in real life.

Which, to a certain degree, was true—because Ashley was an angel. One who didn’t know why she was on Earth.

Her halo had been damaged during her transit to this plane of existence, which had apparently cut her off from some other aspect of herself, leaving her incomplete and confused. She’d been using the broken halo as a hairband ever since. The plunging V-neck of her white sleeveless shirt offered a generous view of her firm cleavage, and a pair of tan slacks completed the ensemble. She didn’t seem to notice the chill in the air.

Emmaline “Emma” Rose walked up beside her.

The succubus presented a sharp contrast to the angel with free-flowing raven-black hair and a burgundy jacket barely restraining all her feminine assets. Tight black jeans enhanced that contrast, and a pair of horn-rimmed glasses framed her rich, brown eyes. That last part granted her an air of geeky sexiness, while the AR-15 assault rifle hanging from the strap around her neck enhanced that to deadly sexiness.

Her hand rested on the rifle’s grip, safety on and trigger finger outside the trigger guard.

“Brooke, what the hell happened to you?” Emma gave the wolf girl a concerned frown. “You look terrible.”

“We ran into a fart zombie.” Brooke rubbed her reddened human nose, back in her hybrid form.

“A what?”

“A ghast.” Clarke stowed his gun and other gear into the SUV. “The stench hit Brooke hardest.”

“It’s my own fault for having such a sensitive nose.”

“Is that vomit on your shirt?” Emma asked.

“Probably.” Brooke tugged her shirt out and inspected the front. “Yep, I missed a spot.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t eat such heavy breakfasts before work.” Sammy grabbed her pants off the tailgate and shook them out.

“I regret nothing.” Brooke pulled the shirt off, letting her high and heavy breasts bounce freely. She grabbed her gym bag from the BMW’s trunk. “Those were awesome crepes. Even if they didn’t taste so good going the other way.”

Emma made a sour face.

Ashley opened the grimoire and leafed through it. The pages were all blurred beyond recognition.

“Naturally, the book is protected,” the angel said. “A Concealment spell at the very least.”

“Any other protection spells?” Clarke asked.

“None that are obvious, but that doesn’t mean they’re not present. Hepatica and I will need time to study its defenses.”

“Hopefully this one isn’t as protected as the last two,” Emma said. “It’d be nice if we could read one of these things without monsters pouring out.”

“We’ll see,” Ashley replied indifferently, and closed the book.

“Speaking of Hepatica,” Clarke said, “let’s finish up here and head over to the Greys. Everyone okay with that?”

“I’d like to head back home and clean up, if you don’t mind.” Brooke pulled on a fresh shirt featuring a cartoonish boob window. “Maybe dunk my head in a bucket of ice water.”

“Okay. We’ll drop you off first.”

“And I have a few errands to run.” Sammy pointed a thumb over her shoulder. “That’s why I brought the bike. Shouldn’t take me more than a few hours. I can tag along if you need me, though.”

“That’s all right,” Clarke replied. “Emma, Ashley, and I can handle it. We’ll see you back home later today.”

[image: ]


Sammy donned her helmet and climbed atop her Kawasaki Ninja, then zipped off down the road at high speeds. Everyone else piled into the X7, and Clarke drove them home.

“Home” had changed for the better in the past few months. For Clarke—and for most of Broken Fang’s ladies—home had once been cheap apartments scattered around the city of Chester Creek. The only exception had been Sammy, whose parents had earned their fortune in real-estate and just so happened to have a vacant property near the college.

Clarke used his keycard to buzz through the ornate iron gate then drove halfway through the turnabout. He stopped in front of the sprawling two-story mansion, and Brooke grabbed her gym bag and climbed out.

“Thanks! See you later!” She kissed him through the window then headed inside.

Clarke pulled out of the driveway and drove away from the city. He took narrow, winding backroads until he came to a development nestled deep within a dense forest. The home of Hepatica Grey was off a cul-de-sac all the way in the back.

The two-story house possessed a picturesque quality with a lush lawn, white siding, and elegant dormer windows facing the street. It looked as American as apple pie. What it didn’t look like was the den of a powerful witch and her three daughters.

But, Clarke reminded himself, if the last few months have taught me anything, it’s that I should never judge people and places by appearance alone.

Clarke parked the vehicle and stepped out. He paused there, studying the house, letting its powerful magics soak into his senses: harsh edges and stone surfaces mixed with vines and flowers.

“They’ve strengthened the Wards since last time,” he said.

“Yes.” Ashley closed her door, the grimoire tucked inside her leather satchel. “And quite a bit, too.”

“I’ve never felt them this powerful,” Emma agreed.

“Can’t blame them, given what the terrorgeist almost did.” Clarke led the way up to the front door and hit the buzzer.

The door opened less than a minute later.

Hepatica Grey of the Ashen Flower coven had once been a stunning beauty, and in many ways she remained one, though that beauty had been ripened with age and motherhood. Clarke didn’t know how old she was—and he wasn’t about to ask—but he guessed the witch to be in her late thirties or early forties.

Hepatica wore a purple blouse so dark it was almost black, her long platinum braid draped over one shoulder. She raised her halfmoon glasses up to violet eyes and studied each of them in turn. Then she smiled with warm recognition and let the glasses fall, hanging from her neck by a strap.

“Clarke.” She greeted him with a nod. “And Ashley and Emma as well. I hadn’t expected you so soon.”

“We finished early,” Clarke replied.

“And was your business successful?”

“It was.” Clarke glanced back to Ashley, who patted her satchel.

Hepatica smiled thinly and swung the door open.

“Head on down. I’ll be with you shortly.”

Clarke led the way across the house and down into the basement where two of Hepatica’s daughters stood hunched over one of the workstations lining the wall. A thin, blue liquid percolated in a beaker, the contents glowing faintly as the flames of a Bunsen burner licked the bottom. Chalked segments of two magic circles had been drawn across the floor.

Both daughters were about Clarke’s age and wore heavy aprons, rubber gloves, and safety goggles over their matching gothic attire: tight T-shirts with runic symbols on the backs, cropped short to leave their midriffs bare, black jean shorts, spiderweb stockings, and high buckled boots. Silver jewelry adorned their necks, ears, and eyebrows.

“Oh?” Dahlia pushed her safety goggles up over her brow. Her hair was a short, wild frizz of platinum blonde that resembled an open flame. “Hey there, Clarke!”

“Hello.” Hyacinth smiled and gave him a shy little wave. She’d dyed her hair black, leaving a single blonde streak, and had pulled it into twin pigtails.

“Ladies.” Clarke gave them a curt nod and pulled out his chair at the conference table. Ashley and Emma sat down beside him.

“Aw, you shouldn’t have!” Dahlia exclaimed, switching off the burner.

“Shouldn’t have what?”

“Come all this way just to see me!”

Hyacinth nudged her sister, then poured the beaker into a rack of vials.

“See us,” Dahlia corrected. “Come here to see us.”

“We’re here to see your mother, actually.”

“Right, right. I get that’s the official reason you’re here.” Dahlia gave her hips a playful smack. “But why did you really drop by?”

Emma cleared her throat.

“Yes, Emma,” Clarke said, perhaps a little tiresomely. “I know they’re flirting with me.”

“I just wanted to let you know these advances are genuine. I can feel their arousal from over here. They’re both practically dripping⁠—”

“Yes. Thank you. I get the picture.” Clarke turned in his seat. “Dahlia, I appreciate the sentiment, but I’m already in a committed relationship with your sister.”

“So?” Dahlia shrugged. “I’m a witch. You think something like that would stop me from jumping your bone?”

“Uh, well …”

“You want to do both of us at the same time? Or perhaps that wouldn’t sate a stud like you.” Dahlia threw her arm over Hyacinth’s shoulders. “In that case, why not go all in and get the full Ashen Flower Triplet Experience! No holes barred!”

“Don’t you mean no ‘holds’?”

“I know exactly what I said.” Dahlia winked salaciously, and Hyacinth’s cheeks turned a fierce shade of red.

“This a business proposal?” Clarke asked pointedly. “Or something more personal?”

“Why can’t it be both?”

“I already have one coven contract to deal with, and it cost me my firstborn. I’d rather not deal with two.” He paused and glanced to Hyacinth. “Or three.”

“Or four.” Hepatica walked down the creaking stairs wearing a sly, seductive smile. “I’d offer to bear the fruit of your lions personally, but I hear you have a strict ‘no mothers’ policy.”

Now it was Clarke’s turn to blush. He turned to Emma.

“Yes, I told them.” The succubus smiled proudly. “It seemed like good information to pass on, given their interest in you.”

“Thanks, I guess.” He faced Hepatica. “Are we really having this conversation?”

“Clarke, you’re a blood knight. You have any idea what your mere presence can do to women with magical affinities?”

“Well …” Clarke glanced around the room.

To the succubus who’d promised herself to him and him alone.

To the angel who’d join him in bed … if the act wouldn’t kill him.

To the three witches, all willing to bear his children.

“I have some idea.”

“Clarke, you’re a rare and exceptional individual,” Hepatica said, sitting down. “But I can see this discussion is making you uneasy.” She snapped her fingers.

Her daughters removed their goggles and gloves, hung their aprons, then headed for the stairs.

“The offer stands open and ready.” Dahlia leaned in as she passed and whispered into his ear. “As do other parts of me.” She winked and followed her sister upstairs.

Clarke sighed and rubbed his aching temples.

“It’s probably for the best,” Emma said, her voice tinged with mild regret. “At a certain point, harems just become unwieldy. My dad says a good rule of thumb is never have more women than there are days in the week.”

“That’s …”

“It’s good advice to live by.”

“Sure.” Clarke lowered his hand, though his temple still throbbed. “We’ll go with that.”

“Now”—Hepatica knitted her fingers—“what have you brought for me this time?”

Ashley retrieved Olcott’s grimoire from her satchel and set it on the table. Emma passed it over to the witch.

“My, my.” Hepatica put her glasses on and flipped through the book. “Protected, of course, though the spell architecture is completely different from Heinrich’s. More straightforward, at least at first glance. That should make it easier to crack, but time will tell.” She closed the book. “With your permission, I’d like to keep the grimoire here, at least initially. Give me some time to probe its magic before Ashley and I try to crack its defenses. Now that the house Wards are back in order, I have more free time to devote to our research.”

Clarke turned to Ashley.

“I’m fine with that,” the celestial said. “I’m still plenty busy with Heinrich’s two grimoires and the Scepter of Bone.”

“Have you made any progress on that front?” Hepatica asked. “I’ve so wanted to study those with you, but I just haven’t had the time!”

“Not much progress, I’m afraid. Most of what I’ve learned recently only confirms what we already knew or suspected. Heinrich was aware of the Portal of Gold—whatever it may be—and he believed the Scepter of Bone can open a path to it. That’s why he brought it to this area, though it’s still unclear where Heinrich learned this information or how he came to possess the scepter in the first place.”

“What about the scepter itself? Anything new to share?”

“Very little, but what I have learned is interesting, if somewhat esoteric. The scepter is an actual bone, not material crafted to look like one. A right leg femur from a male human, to be precise.”

“It’s not from a demihuman?”

“No. I was able to rule out that possibility. I thought identifying the origin species might tell us something about the scepter, but with it belonging to the most populous humanoids on the planet, I’m not sure how helpful this information is.”

“Perhaps it belonged to a mage. That could narrow it down.”

“Perhaps,” Ashley admitted cautiously. “The runes etched into the bone are also unusual. Some are similar to recognizable runes, but most don’t correlate to anything I’ve encountered. They could be part of a custom cypher, though to what end remains unknown. As for the magic embedded within the bone, I can only say that it appears benign.”

“What you mentioned about a cypher makes the scepter sound more and more like a key,” Hepatica said.

“If so, where’s the lock?” Clarke asked.

“If there is a lock,” Ashley said, “then both Heinrich and Olcott believed it’s in this area.”

“And past the lock, this mysterious Portal of Gold,” Hepatica said, somewhat whimsically.

“Presumably so,” Ashley continued. “But nothing I’ve come across makes it clear what the Portal of Gold is, or why both men were searching for it in and around Chester Creek University. Adding Olcott’s own notes to our understanding may shed more light on the situation.”

“We can certainly hope.” Hepatica leaned back and drummed her fingernails on the table. “Anything else?”

“Not in terms of my research.” Ashley retrieved a Ziploc bag from her satchel, full of white, perfect feathers that gave off a gentle glow. She and Emma passed the bag over to the witch.

Hepatica unzipped the seal and took out a single feather. She brushed her fingers across the vane.

“Still warm,” she said softly, her tone almost reverent.

“Another ten, as agreed,” Ashley said.

“Thank you.” Hepatica put the feather back in the bag, sealed it, then passed Emma an envelope. “And here’s your payment.”

Emma took the check out and smiled.

“Oh, yeah. Look at all those tasty zeroes.”

She passed the check over to Clarke. He set it down, keeping his face neutral.

The check was for thirty thousand dollars.

“Payment accepted.” He handed the check over to Ashley, who placed it in her satchel. “Do we have any other business to take care of?”

“Just a few odds and ends. With no vampires active in the area, things have been relatively calm, so the coven’s work has slowed down. I’m using the lull to reach out to some of the other mage clans. We Ashen Flowers have good relationships with several clans within the state, and most of those would make excellent allies. Granted, I can’t just go up to them and say ‘Hey, I know this blood knight. You want to help him kill more vampires?’”

“Naturally.”

“The need for discretion will make the process of building alliances a slow one, but I have a few promising leads.”

“What about Emma’s parents? Any word from them?”

“They’re keeping their eyes and ears open and are passing me a steady stream of intel. The deaths of so many vampires—and the resulting improvement in demihuman safety around Chester Creek—has not gone unnoticed. There are a few groups within the demihuman community we may wish to reach out to eventually, but it’s all very tentative at the moment.”

“Sounds like slow but steady progress is being made.”

“Pretty much. I’ll pull you into the conversation if things start to move more briskly.”

“Sounds good. Anything else?”

“Just one last thing.” Hepatica flashed a crooked smile. “Do say hello to Ixia for me.”
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Ixia Grey had moved into the Eloise mansion less than a month ago, joining Clarke and the other ladies of Broken Fang. Sammy had sectioned off several rooms above and adjacent to the mansion’s expansive garage, and Ixia had converted some of that space into her arcane workshop.

Clarke knocked on a door with a huge Dead Space poster.

“Come in, Clarke!”

He eased the door open and stepped into her workshop. The space resembled the Greys’ family basement with magic circles drawn on the floor, some glowing with power, and workbenches for brewing potions.

Ixia was a slender young woman who preferred the gothic style of her fraternal triplet sisters. Today she wore a black hoodie with white runes along the sleeves, a tight pair of black shorts, and striped stockings. Her inquisitive eyes were a dark violet, and her long hair was bleached to a ghostly white.

“How’d you know it was me?” Clarke asked, joining the young witch by one of her workbenches.

Ixia laughed. “Because you bothered to knock.”

“Ah.”

“Sammy and Brooke both just barge in whenever they want. Ashley hasn’t paid me a visit yet, and Emma’s knocks are more delicate.”

She set a box of ammo on the bench and hurried over to him. He threw his arms around her, and they kissed. Clarke had expected a quick peck, but Ixia went all in with an aggressive tongue, devouring his mouth as if he were the last man on the planet.

She broke the kiss only when the need for air became overpowering.

“How’d it go out at Olcott’s?”

“Not too bad.” Clarke held her at arm’s length. “We had to deal with a ghast and a golem, but other than that⁠—”

“What kind of golem?” she asked excitedly.

“Bone, but with armor plates of vampiric obsidian.”

“You took down an armored bone golem?” Her eyes widened in awe. “Did it give you much trouble?”

“Not after we pumped it full of lead. Your Break spells worked perfectly. Ripped it a new one, and after its armor was in tatters, we had no trouble taking it down.”

“Nice! That’s what I like to hear!” She stepped away from him. “Here, let me show you what else I’ve cooked up.”

Ixia jogged over to her primary workbench, and Clarke joined her there. This bench featured a small magic circle on the surface and was situated next to a rack of guns, ammunition, and what looked like grenades.

“Are those things live?” Clarke asked, pointing at the grenades.

“Yeah, but they’re mostly smoke grenades and flashbangs. Still great mediums for delivering spells, but with fewer friendly fire concerns.”

“Mostly?”

She winked at him coyly.

Clarke picked up a cylindrical device, the arming pin dangling off the top. Ixia had helped Broken Fang arm up after they started working with the Ashen Flowers. The result had been a selection of pistols and rifles for Clarke, Brooke, Sammy, and Emma. Later, Ixia had added her own—not inconsequential—collection to the arsenal. Clarke knew she’d brought over an array of pistols, rifles, and shotguns, but the grenades were a surprise.

He set the ordnance back on the rack.

Maybe later, he thought with an inward smile.

“Are the grenades loaded with spells?”

“Not yet. I’ve focused on prepping more bullets for you. And speaking of which …”

She pulled a long case off the shelf, popped the locks, and swung the lid back. The foam interior contained several speedloaders and magazines set in recesses, each with a strip of tape labeled in permanent marker.

Clarke ran a finger across the labels.

“Break, Cripple, Paralyze. Track?”

“For when you want to follow the target home.”

“Immolate?”

“For when collateral damage isn’t an issue. Dahlia helped me with those.”

“When did you have time for all this?”

“Oh, you know how it is. When you’re passionate about something”—she flashed a quick smile—“or about helping someone special, you find the time.”

“This is really impressive, Ixia. This must have been a ton of work.”

“Emma helped out, too. I still perform the actual enchanting, but she’s almost as good at creating the magic circles.”

“I’ll have to thank her, too. This is great!”

“My goal is to stock the X7 with these cases, one for each of you. Once these are in place, all you’ll need to do is grab whichever spell bullets fit the situation. I can still customize spell loadouts for specific jobs, but that’s a slower process, and we might not always have the time. This stock is meant to give you and the team the options you need for most foes when and where you face them.”

“What about incorporeal enemies?”

“Got you covered there, too.” She tapped the CRIPPLE label. “These will dispel a target’s incorporeal status, same as when you faced the terrorgeist.”

“Sounds like you thought of everything.”

“I try my best. The terrorgeist caught us all off guard, and I don’t mean for that to happen again. I’m no frontline fighter, but I can and will help by making sure you have the tools you need to take on anything. I want to set you up with as large a stock as possible before …”

Ixia hesitated, her lower lip trembling.

“Hey.” Clarke took hold of her shoulders. “You okay?”

She hugged him close, pressing her cheek against his chest. He placed his hand on the back of her head.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Just worried.”

“About?”

“You. Me. Our unborn child. The world and everything in it. I … I don’t want you to die, Clarke.”

“That makes two of us.”

“Come on.” She pulled back and gazed up into his eyes. “I’m being serious here.”

“So am I, believe me.”

“You know what’s coming. You know the bargain you made.”

“Yeah,” he replied softly. “I do.”

His firstborn in exchange for aid from the Coven of the Ashen Flower.

A lot had changed since then, but that first contract still stood, and Hepatica wasn’t about to amend it, alliance or no. She wanted to preserve Clarke’s bloodline should the worst come to pass, and that meant keeping Ixia’s unborn child safe.

His child.

Their child.

“Once my baby bulge starts showing, it won’t be long before I’m forced to leave,” Ixia said, eyes moistening. “I’ll be sent to another mage clan so our child can be delivered in secret. While I’m away, I won’t be able to help you against the vampires, and that’s going to make all my worrying that much worse.”

“Have you talked to your mom about this? Let’s face it, there are a lot worse places to have a baby than this mansion. Ashley’s Wards keep most trouble away, and you’ve got all of us to stop anything that makes it through.”

“I’ve tried that argument, but she just points out you’re a lightning rod for trouble.”

“Well, she’s not wrong.”

“I don’t want to lose you.” Ixia hugged him again, tighter than before, as if she feared he’d disappear if she let go.

Clarke squeezed her close and kissed the top of her head.

“This is the bargain I made,” he said. “Willingly, and with eyes open to what it meant. I wasn’t tricked into this; we needed the coven’s aid, and I bought it with what little coin I had. And not everything from that deal came out bad.”

“Like what?”

“I met you, didn’t I?” He tilted her head up with a finger under her chin. “And eventually, I fell in love with you.”

Her eyes pooled with tears, and glistening trails ran down her cheeks.

He bent down, and their lips met softly.


Three


“Clarke?” came the soft whisper in the dead of night.

“Hmm.” He rolled over in bed, tugging the comforter tight.

“Clarke. Psst!”

He let out a long exhale, then grumbled something unintelligible.

“Clarke.” Someone shook his shoulder.

“Hmm …” He smacked his lips and burrowed his head deeper into the pillow.

“Clarke?” The shaking became more insistent.

“Uhh … whah?”

“Clarke?”

“Yeah?”

“You awake?”

He opened one eye. Ixia sat on her knees beside him on the bed.

“I am now,” he replied groggily.

“I can’t sleep. I’ve been⁠—”

“Hold that thought.”

Clarke rubbed his face then sat up in bed and took a swig of water from the glass on the nightstand. He blinked his eyes into focus and faced the young witch.

“Okay. What’s going—” He paused to yawn into a fist. “What’s this about?”

“I’ve been tossing and turning all night. Haven’t gotten a wink of sleep.”

Clarke checked the clock on the nightstand. It was half past two.

“Any idea what’s keeping you up?”

“My brain won’t shut off. It’s been going nonstop since I crawled into bed.”

“Something worrying you?”

“Us. You. The kid.” Ixia shrugged. “Everything and anything.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“Maybe, but right now I just want to be with you. Can I spend the night?”

“You know you don’t have to ask.” Clarke raised the comforter with a grin. “Come here, you.”

“Thanks.”

Ixia slipped inside, and he slid down to lie on his back. Ixia snuggled up beside him, an arm draped across his chest, her legs wrapping around his. She nestled her head atop his shoulder.

“This feels good,” she said quietly, eyes closed. “Just being close to you helps. Sorry about waking you up.”

“It’s all right. If my arm around you is enough to help you get to sleep, then I’m more than happy to oblige.”

“I like falling asleep beside you.” She let out a long, content sigh. “While we still can.”

“Shh. Let’s have no more of that. You and I are together right now; that’s what matters most.”

“You’re a good man, Clarke.”

“I try to be. You deserve a good man.”

“Mmm.” She smiled against his chest, eyes still closed. “It makes me happy to hear you say that.”

Ixia breathed with the rhythmic rise and fall of Clarke’s chest, and her breaths soon became soft, pleasant snores as she drifted off into a peaceful slumber.
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Clarke woke up before Ixia, who still slept on his chest, her limbs wrapped around him. He tried to disentangle himself from the young witch, but that only prompted her to embrace him more tightly, so he resigned himself to resting in bed a bit longer.

The morning sun peeked through edges of the room’s blinds, and the sounds of burgeoning activity echoed through the mansion: the flow of water through pipes, the soft thuds of steps down a hall, and the distant clink of pans and utensils.

Ixia began to stir, and Clarke stroked her hair as she blinked her eyes open.

“Morning, Lover,” she murmured.

“Good morning. Sleep well?”

She drew in a deep breath and let it out, then blinked again. Her violet eyes caught the light.

“Well enough once I got to sleep.” She rubbed her cheek against his chest. “You make a great pillow.”

“Always happy to be of service.”

He took hold of her wrist and attempted to peel her arm back, but she wriggled out of his grasp and latched onto him once more.

“Ixia, we need to get up eventually.”

“Not yet.”

She ran her hand across his pectoral muscles, down his firm abs⁠—

—and then lower.

“Mmm. Hard already, I see.”

“Can’t be helped. It’s morning and I have a beautiful witch draped over my chest.”

“Then how about I do something about that?” She stroked his bulge nice and slow, urging him to greater hardness before she slipped her hand inside his boxers. “Does it feel good when I touch you like this?”

“Very.”

Clarke sat up, intent on pulling Ixia into his arms, but she placed a hand against his chest.

“No, no.” She pushed him back down onto the bed. “You made me feel better last night, even after I woke you up. Now let me show you a witch’s gratitude. Just lay back and enjoy this. You earned it.”

She tugged his boxers down low, freeing him from the constraining cloth. He sighed as her slender fingers glided up and down his shaft. She puffed the comforter out, then pulled it over her head, shifting her position until she knelt between his legs.

Her lips found his tip, and Clarke let out a content sigh. He placed his hands behind his head and savored her skillful oral attention.

He considered himself fortunate to have experienced so many great and varied blowjobs; most mornings began with one, and he didn’t mind this one bit. Each of his lovers pleasured him in a different manner, and he enjoyed each unique experience. Emma would take him down to the root, her throat hot and tight, squeezing his member to greater heights of arousal. Sammy would often do the same, but the slime girl could deep throat a telephone pole and didn’t need to come up for air.

Brooke’s technique was the most energetic, often bobbing up and down with speed and ferocity that mirrored their lovemaking when she decided to “cut loose.” She couldn’t take more than half of him without risking her gag reflex, but her enthusiasm counterbalanced her lack of technique.

In contrast to those, Ixia’s mouth was a feast for the senses. The witch made love to him not only with her body, but through her magic as well, letting her mana unfold to caress his ethereal self, just as her hands and mouth pleasured his rod.

Her magic opened to him like a flower greeting the sun, entwining with his, mingling like two paints being mixed together, the borders between them growing indistinct as the shared essence merged.

Her magic was a thrumming engine: powerful, full of dangerous potential, even as it sat idling. It met his—a beating heart fueled by life and blood—and some of her raw power seeped into him, invigorating him, suffusing his body with rich mana that heightened the experience.

Ixia gripped his base with one hand and cupped his balls with the other, her head bobbing up and down with greater speed. He grunted as her efforts intensified, the sensations of the flesh taking precedence over their mingling auras. His balls contracted, and his cock twitched, blasting his seed into her mouth.

She pulled back until just the tip lay in her mouth, spurting with each pulse. Her jaw was stretched by even that much of him, and she let the product of their lovemaking pool in her mouth. When his climax began to die down, she pulled off the tip and sat back on her legs, a greedy smile on her face.

She swallowed noisily.

“That felt great,” Clarke said, sitting up. “The day is already off to a good start.”

“I would have gone longer,” she said with a brief laugh, “but my jaw was starting to tire. You’re a lot to handle!”

“Sorry?”

“Don’t be.” She stroked his member. “I love how you stretch my limits.”

She continued to stroke him until his hardness began to return.

“Ixia?”

The witch flashed another smile. “You didn’t think I’d stop there, did you?”
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Clarke and Ixia eventually made it down to the mansion’s massive kitchen where the others had gathered. Emma stood by the stovetop wearing her “Kiss the Cook” apron, while Brooke and Sammy devoured the most recent round of breakfast. Ashley sat beside them with an untouched glass of orange juice, engrossed in one of Heinrich’s grimoires.

“What smells so good?” Clarke asked.

“Crepes!” Emma pointed to the other ladies. “I received a very impassioned request for more.”

“That was me!” Brooke raised her hand. “Had to make up for yesterday’s loss.”

“That makes both of us,” Sammy added. “I missed out last time. Not sure how food happened in this place without me knowing about it.”

“You left early, remember?” Brooke said. “You just mixed a box of cereal with a gallon of milk, chugged it, and ran.”

“Ah. Right, right.”

“Brooke, you’re looking a lot better,” Clarke said.

“I feel better!” She tapped her nose. “My sense of smell is back to normal. Hearing, too. I’m good as new!”

“Glad to hear it.” Clarke joined the wolf girl by the kitchen table. “You still up for some training today?”

“Absolutely! As soon as I’m done fueling up for the day.”

“I hear that. Emma, you need a hand with anything?”

“Don’t you worry about me, Clarke. Just have a seat, and your food will be out shortly. What kind of crepes would you like?”

“Depends on what my options are,” he replied, sitting down.

“I’m offering a mix of sweet and savory. You can choose from maple syrup, Nutella with sliced bananas, ricotta cheese with smoked salmon, and finally an omelet-inspired mix. That one has bacon, eggs, and mild cheddar cheese. I could also whip up something special if none of those catch your fancy.”

“All of those sound good. How about a variety plate? I could use the calories before Brooke and I head out.”

“Gotcha! One variety plate coming right up!”

“How about you, Ixia?”

“A cheese and salmon, please.”

Ixia sat down next to Clarke, and everyone settled in while Emma cooked their meals.

“What are you and Brooke up to today?” Sammy asked.

“Boost spell practice,” Clarke said.

“Is that the one you absorbed off Ixia with your Power Graft?”

“That’s right. I’ve managed to cast it twice now: once when fighting Heinrich and again when I faced Olcott. Both times, I was able to combine Boost with Sacrifice, which is fortunate because their effects stack. Sacrifice converts life into mana, enhancing my next attack, and I can stack Boost on top of that, multiplying the benefits from Sacrifice. With those two spells, I can end just about anything we’ve faced in a single attack. The problem is I can’t cast Boost on demand, and Sacrifice costs so much it leaves me drained and vulnerable. It’s a trump card, and a potent one at that, but I need to learn to control it better.”

“Can you try using Boost with a different spell?” Sammy asked. “Something less taxing like Blood Freeze, maybe?”

“That’s on the list of things to try today, but I’m not sure how successful I’ll be.”

“Why? Isn’t it all the same?”

“The problem he’s facing is Boost isn’t blood magic,” Ixia explained. “My spells are fueled by mana, his by his own life force. Now, granted, his body converts health into mana later in the process, but the issue seems to be how his mana gets immediately spent. Because of that, the Boost spell doesn’t have a resource pool to tap, which seems to be why Sacrifice works with it. Sacrifice creates a glut of spare mana in his body, which he’d then normally spend on his next attack. So, under those specific conditions, Boost has enough mana to be cast.”

“Which is why I’ve only been able to cast it when I’ve been desperate enough to go all-in with Sacrifice.” Clarke sat back. “What I’m wondering is if I can use a lesser cast of Sacrifice to generate enough mana to then cast Boost on top of another blood magic spell.”

Sammy frowned. “That … sounds complicated.”

“We’ll see how it goes today,” Clarke replied with a shrug.

“Okay, but why bring our resident werewolf along?”

“I’m there for when he gets dizzy.” Brooke flexed her biceps. “I’m his health battery for today.”

“Sacrifice works best when I take down a foe with my thirstblade,” Clarke said. “That allows the sword’s Drain to replenish the health I spent. It’s a difficult spell to practice without something to siphon vitality from.”

“Fortunately, I’m chock full of vitality.” Brooke beamed a proud smile. “Clarke can suck on me all day, and I’ll just keep on regenerating!”

“You have that first part backwards.” Sammy flashed a lopsided grin, but the werewolf wagged her tail happily.

“Nope! That part will come later. And then so will I.” Brooke blushed, fingering her collar. “If my alpha permits me to.”

Sammy rolled her eyes, and Clarke cleared his throat.

“Anyway,” he said. “What are the rest of you doing today?”

“Studying.” Ashley looked up from the grimoire for the first time since he arrived. “Trying to fit all the pieces together.”

“You going to drink that?” Brooke pointed at the angel’s orange juice.

“No, you can have it.”

“Don’t mind if I do!” Brooke grabbed the drink and gulped it down.

“I’m taking a lazy day,” Ixia said. “Enchanting all those bullets took the wind out of my sails. I might relax with some video games.”

“Oh?” Sammy raised an eyebrow. “I was thinking the same thing. Want to chill together with some games?”

“Sure. Anything specific you had in mind?”

“There’s the latest Armored Core release. How about that?”

“Its campaign isn’t co-op.”

“So?”

“You mean you want to play PvP? You sure that’s how you want to chill?”

“Afraid you’ll lose?”

“Uh, no.” Ixia shook her head. “It’s not that. It’s just …”

“Careful, Sammy,” Clarke said. “You may not realize what you’re getting into.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve done my homework. I’ve got a really good build.”

“Okay. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Round four is served!” Emma exclaimed, delivering their plates in two trips.

“This is round four?” Clarke glanced to Sammy, then to Brooke. “How much have you two eaten already?”

“Not enough,” Sammy replied, and dug into her crepes.
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Clarke and Brooke grabbed their jackets and exited out the back of the mansion. They crossed the expansive flagstone patio, its swimming pool shimmering from the rising sun. The property around the mansion was flat and freshly mowed back to the dense tree line.

“Think we’ll get any snow this winter?” Brooke asked, jogging alongside him across the huge back yard.

“I hope not. People around here forget how to drive every time it does.”

She chuckled. “So, what are we looking for?”

“A tree no one will miss. Something dead and dried out.”

They marched through the woods, keeping their eyes open for a suitable specimen. The trees formed a dense canopy of oranges and reds. The chill deepened in the shade, and their boots crunched through beds of shriveled leaves and fallen twigs.

Something rustled to their left, and Brooke turned sharply, ears rising to erect points.

“Something wrong?” Clarke walked up beside her.

“Squirrel.” Her tail wagged, and her nails lengthened into claws.

“Come on.” He patted her shoulder. “Let’s leave Chip and Dale alone.”

The first dead tree they came across was old and rotted out, but the second one was a towering dry husk with the reedy debris of dead branches scattered around it.

“How about this one?” Brooke knocked on the trunk’s brittle bark.

“Should do nicely.” Clarke snapped out his thirstblade and cleaved through the base in a single smooth stroke. He nudged the trunk with a finger, and it teetered over until it thumped onto the ground. He then stripped the trunk of the largest branches but made sure to leave two slender stumps near the top as handholds.

Brooke grabbed one, he grabbed the other, and together they dragged the tree back to the mansion. Between his enhanced strength and the wolf girl by his side, the task was almost effortless.

They dropped the trunk off behind the mansion, near a door that granted easy access to the gym and basketball court. Clarke chopped the trunk up into logs each about a yard in height, and Brooke helped him carry the first load of wood inside. They repeated the process until the logs were all inside, stacked by the basketball court’s entrance.

Padded gym mats across the floor protected the polished wood from Broken Fang’s energetic sparring matches, and more mats had been rested against the walls. White stuffing spilled from several ruptured pads.

Brooke wheeled a cart into the middle of the court and positioned the first log vertically on top. She backed away.

“Good luck.” She gave him a thumbs-up.

“We’ll see how this goes.” He didn’t know if he could make Boost work with any of his other spells, but he wouldn’t discover the answer unless he tried. He needed to become more proficient with his powers, both for his own safety and for the sake of the women who depended on him.

He knew the general trajectory of his life by now, how it would thrust them all into greater and greater peril, and he needed the strength to face those rising threats. The potential resided within him; he was a blood knight, a slayer of vampires, but one who still needed to hone his growing powers.

“Which spell are you starting with?” Brooke asked.

“Scarlet Slash. I know it’s a costly spell, but it’ll work on a nonliving target.”

“You got this, Clarke.”

“Thanks.”

He spread his feet into a low, stable fighting stance, thirstblade held back. He started by casting Sacrifice, draining a portion of his own life to fuel his magic. Stars danced across his vision, and he experienced a brief flash of lightheadedness, but he gritted his teeth and pushed through.

The spell primed his body with mana, and he cast Boost, followed by Scarlet Slash.

Or tried to.

He swung his sword, and the air split into a pulsating red wound. An identical cut cleaved diagonally through the log. The top half slid off and clonked onto the ground.

“Was that it?” she asked.

“No, Boost didn’t trigger. I mucked up the timing. Let’s try again.”

Brooke removed the hewn pieces and placed a fresh log on top. She hurried out of the line of fire.

“Go for it, Clarke! I believe in you!”

“Here comes number two.”

He repeated the process, splitting the log in two and clipping the edge of the cart.

“That looked about the same,” Brooke said.

“Because it was. Can you bring out another …” He dropped to one knee, his head swimming.

“Hey there!” She jogged over and helped him back to his feet. “Don’t push yourself. I’m right here for you.”

“I know, but I should be able to handle this much on my own. My spellcasting is way more efficient nowadays.”

“Maybe so, but you’re stacking Scarlet Slash with Sacrifice and you’re trying to cast even more on top of that. Here.” She stuck out her arm. “Top off. I insist.”

“Maybe you’re right.” He stuck the tip of his thirstblade into the meat of her forearm. Life and vitality flowed from her body to his, and the dizziness vanished.

Brooke shivered and massaged the shallow cut.

“That sent chills down my spine.”

“Sorry.”

She jogged over to the stack of logs, grabbed one, and placed it atop the cart.

“You’ve got this!” she cheered, backing away.

“I’ve got this,” he replied with less enthusiasm.

He began by casting Sacrifice once more, draining his body to power his magic. He overfed the spell, letting it gorge itself on life and vigor, and this time, he sensed the Boost spell’s potential pulsing on the edge of his thoughts. It glowed like a rune burned against the inside of his skull. He touched that rune with his mind, and then cast Scarlet Slash.

The energy within him flowed along multiple paths, each feeding off each other, resonating toward a violent climax. His thirstblade turned from crimson to sun-white edged in red lightning, and he swung the scintillating blade, cutting a gash through reality that echoed itself across the log.

The strike landed with a crack of thunder, and the log exploded into splinters. Clarke flinched from his own handiwork. Brooke shielded her face with a forearm, and bits of wood pattered off her. She flicked her ears, then brushed a woodchip off her shoulders.

“That had to be it!”

“It certainly felt like—” Clarke staggered back, clutching his head as the room spun around him. He fell back, but never landed on the floor, because Brooke caught him.

At some point, she’d rushed over. He looked up into her worried yellow eyes.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Never better.”

“Come on.” She helped stand him up, bracing him with an arm across his back. “What was different that time?”

“I cast a stronger Sacrifice. I’m guessing the more deeply I commit to that spell, the easier it is for me to trigger Boost. I …” He placed a hand over his forehead, his head swimming.

“Come on. Here you go.” Brooke stuck out her arm. “Drink up.”

“Thanks.”

The first cut was already healing, now reduced to a reddish line. Clarke pricked a new spot and siphoned more of her health.

“Whew!” Brooke shook her head. “Now it’s my turn to feel a bit woozy.”

“I’m sorry about this. I wish we had another way I could practice.”

“There’s nothing to apologize for.” She smiled at him, soft yet sincere. “You’re my alpha and my lover. My place is by your side, always. If you ever stumble, I’m here to catch you.”

“I just don’t want to be a burden.”

“Clarke, a tiny cut like this is no burden at all, not for you. You’re not bumming around the house, drinking beer and eating Cheetos; you’re striving to improve yourself, to forge yourself into a better fighter. A better man. You’re our pack’s protector, and you take that role so seriously.” She leaned in to rest her forehead against his. Her next words were low and husky. “Do you have any idea how sexy that makes you? Why, if we weren’t in the middle of practicing, I’d⁠—”

The doors flew open, and Sammy barged in.

“What the fuck is going on in here?! That shook the whole building!”
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Clarke and Brooke spent the next hour blowing up logs with Scarlet Slash, ripping logs apart with Sanguine Prison, shattering logs against the walls with Telekinesis, and somehow liquefying logs with Blood Boil.

“That’s a new one on me,” Clarke said, inspecting the puddle of wood.

“How’d you do that?” Brooke stood beside him, staring at the same puddle in disbelief.

“Not sure. I tried Blood Boil that time.”

“Wood doesn’t have any blood. It also doesn’t melt.”

“I know, but …” He gestured to the puddle.

“You think I should grab a mop?”

“Well, we can’t leave it here. It might leave a stain.”

They found a mop and cleaned up the puddle. Brooke asked to take a breather, and they retreated to the game room where Sammy and Ixia were both hunched in front of separate screens, headsets on as they madly clicked the buttons on their dual axis controllers. Their screens were blizzards of missiles, cannon fire, and overcomplicated HUDs while their mechs zipped back and forth over a ruined cityscape.

The two women glanced briefly his way but otherwise stayed focused on their pitched battle. Emma stood behind the pair, arms crossed under her breasts.

“Hey, Clarke,” the succubus said. “Sounds like you and Brooke have been busy. I felt some of those booms in my chest.” She added a jiggle for emphasis.

“Busy in a good way. How are things over here?”

“Sammy’s a braver woman than I am.”

“What’s that mean?”

“You’ll see. This shouldn’t take long.”

It didn’t.

Clarke had barely settled in before a hail of missiles converged on Sammy’s mech and annihilated it. The slime girl pulled off her headset off and huffed out a breath.

“You sure missile spam doesn’t need to be nerfed?”

“Says the girl playing a meta build with dual Zimmerman shotguns,” Ixia replied smoothly.

“Well, I need something to keep up with you. I thought rushing in would work, since your mech is built from wet tissue paper.”

“Got to catch me first. Otherwise, I’m going to keep the range open and pepper you to death with missiles.”

“Don’t I know it. Hang on. I’m going to change up my build.” She gave the newcomers an absent wave. “Hey, Clarke. Brooke. Welcome to the party.”

“You having fun?” Clarke asked.

“Fun is a relative term.” Sammy narrowed her eyes and began swapping out parts on her mech. “This is more in line with a challenge. Like swimming the English Channel while wearing lead sneakers.”

“I’m having fun.” Ixia held up her controller. “Emma, you want a go at this?”

“Oh, no. You keep playing.” Her eyes gleamed with sultry mischief. “I enjoy watching.”

They waited for Sammy to finish her new mech, which now featured dual Gatling guns with dual shoulder-mounted grenade launchers. It proved only marginally more effective than her previous shotgun-centric build.

During their third match, Clarke caught sight of a slender pink pseudopod snaking its way across the floor. He traced it back to one of Sammy’s bare feet, which she’d extended toward Ixia. The witch hadn’t yet noticed the clandestine attempt to make physical contact. Given that even a casual brush from the slime girl had been known to cause vomiting and explosive diarrhea, he knew this could end badly.

“Sammy?”

The pseudopod froze.

“Yes, Clarke?”

“Would you please not do that?”

“Not do what?”

“That.”

“Not sure I follow what⁠—”

“Please recall that Ixia is carrying my child. I’m not sure what your toxins would do to a pregnancy, but I’d rather we not find out.”

“Oh, shit!” The pseudopod schloorped back into Sammy’s foot. “Sorry! I didn’t mean—I was only going to jostle her controller.”

“Let’s play fair. It’s all fun and games until someone has to puke. Besides, there’s already been enough vomiting for one weekend.”

Brooke nodded in vigorous agreement.

It didn’t take long for Ixia to destroy Sammy’s mech with another swarm of missiles. The slime girl set down her controller and flopped onto her back.

Clarke stood over her, looking down.

“Have you considered something more casual?” he asked. “Mario Kart, maybe?”

“She’d whip my ass at that, too.”

“Then perhaps a cooperative game? I know Ixia’s fond of the Monster Hunter series.”

“Ooh!” Ixia’s eyes lit up. “Can we?”

“Wait a second.” Sammy sat up. “You play Monster Hunter?”

“Sure do! All the time! It’s my go-to chill series.”

“What do you main?”

“Charge Blade. You?”

“Switch Axe.”

Emma raised her hand. “Heavy bowgun, all the way.”

“Dual Blades!” Brooke exclaimed, raising both arms.

“Wait a second.” Clarke swept his gaze around the room. “Does that mean I’m the only Monster Hunter beginner in this house?”

“What about Ashley?” Ixia asked.

“She’s not big into video games,” Emma said. “She sticks mostly to pen and paper RPGs.”

“Ah.” Ixia glanced over at Clarke. “Then, yeah. Looks like you are.”

“We can have four players in a hunt.” Sammy looked around the gaming room. “Or I can run out and buy another console so we can have five players and split off into two hunts.”

“You four play.” Emma settled into a chair and crossed her legs. “I’m still in the mood to watch.”


Four


Clarke, Sammy, Ixia, and Brooke spent most of the day playing video games. They changed up the game a few times, though they always stuck to the cooperative side of multiplayer entertainment. A pleasant air of relaxation and comradery settled over the room, bringing a smile to Clarke’s face.

Sometimes they had four consoles going at once, though Clarke and the ladies would bow out and watch whenever they grew bored or frustrated with a particular game. Even Emma joined in a few times, despite her declared preferences as a spectator.

They took a longer break around lunchtime. Emma prepared Italian subs with sliced deli ham, salami, and pepperoni topped with provolone cheese while everyone else pitched in for food prep and the eventual cleanup. Sammy broke out a new steamer, and Emma steamed the meats and cheeses together before piling on tomatoes, onions, banana peppers, spicy mustard, and mayonnaise.

Many more hours of frenetic but fun gaming followed.

Ashley joined them late that evening for their scheduled session of the Titan Mage RPG, and everyone gathered their pens, stat sheets, and reference books for a different kind of gaming. Sammy wheeled out her latest terrain table, which featured a desolate, dry wasteland dotted with cacti. She’d added a small camp to one corner, partially reclaimed by the desert, and a lush oasis opposite that. Clarke cracked open the model case and everyone grabbed their miniature mecha from the protective foam.

“I’m going to take a look at the nearest building,” Sammy said, moving Titan Slippery Vixen up three hexes.

“Give me a perception check,” Ashley said, eyes flitting across the open book behind her gamemaster screen.

Sammy rolled a D20.

“Twelve.”

“The structure is a module from a prefabricated base. The door is closed and the windows shuttered. Sand has piled up on one side, likely from the storm you witnessed on the flight over. You notice the insignia for the NQA Exterminators mercenary company emblazoned on the side, scratched and peeling.”

“What’s NQA stand for again?”

“No Questions Asked.”

“Right, now I remember. Do I see anything else?”

“No.”

“Nothing?”

“Not for a roll of twelve.”

“This place is shady as hell. I look harder.”

“You can do that during your next turn. Any actions to declare?”

“Yeah, I’m going to spend three Fuel and cast Create Swiftmetal Greatsword.” Sammy removed three coin-shaped tokens from the stack beside her character sheet.

“The mercurial fluid flows out of your titan’s wrist, weaving itself into a massive silvery sword.”

“Okay. That ends my turn.”

“Ixia, you’re next.”

“Titan Effervescent Glitch is going to shoot one of the buildings.”

“What did the buildings ever do to you?” Brooke asked.

“It’s not what they’ve done,” the witch said, readying her dice. “It’s what I guess they’re going to do.”

“But shouldn’t we check inside for survivors first?”

“You can. I’m going to play it safe. I spend one Fuel to cast Arctic Beam.”

“Roll to hit the broadside of a building,” Ashley said.

Ixia’s metal D20 clattered across the terrain.

“Seventeen.”

“That’ll do. Roll for damage.”

Two more dice clattered across the terrain.

“Four points of cold damage.”

“The doors and windows fly open, and a horrific screech pierces the air. The building undulates in response to the attack, and the doorjamb and windows distort, becoming rounded. Teeth form around each opening, and a multitude of eyes blink wide across the walls and roof.”

Ashley exchanged the building model with an amorphous blob of tentacles, eyeballs, and mouths. She rolled a die behind her screen.

“The mimic turns its many-eyed gaze toward Titan Slippery Vixen and advances, lashing out with its tentacles. The titan is now Grappled.”

“Seriously?” Sammy asked. “Now the buildings are trying to eat me?”

“I don’t know why you’re surprised.” Ashley stored the building model back into its foam case. “You painted all the monsters I’m using.”

“And did a great job, too, by the way,” Ixia added. “That mimic model looks sick! I love the shiny ooze effect.”

“It’s not the surprise that bothers me,” Sammy explained. “It’s this whole scenario. Every fight is mimics, mimics, and more mimics. It’s like the writer fell asleep at the keyboard and the word ‘mimic’ got pasted into the script a zillion times.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Brooke said. “I like fighting mimics. They’re cool enemies. Never know when they’ll jump out at you!”

“Yeah, but what’s next? We’re heading for that cave to find the missing airship crew, right? Is the whole cave going to be a mimic?”

Ashley paused, a much larger model halfway out of the carrying case. She quietly slid it back in.

“Oh my God, it is!” Sammy exclaimed. “The boss is a giant mimic!”

“Again, why are you surprised? You painted it.”

“Yeah, but it’s not like you tell me which scenario the models are for.”

“Can we move the game along, please?” Ixia asked. “And maybe cut down on the spoilers for the rest of us?”

“Fine, fine.” Sammy glowered at the mimic model. “I’ll put a lid on it for now.”

Sammy ceased her griping, even though half the buildings turned out to be mimics, and the pace of the game picked up. The party finished off the building-sized mimics and moved on to the cave system which did indeed turn out to be one giant boss mimic.

They finished off the creature without losing a single titan, and Ashley brought the scenario to a close. Clarke suggested they break out the celebratory ice cream, in recognition of them completing a Titan Mage scenario with no losses, and not a soul objected. Even Ashley opted to stay downstairs for a small bowl.

Emma heated up a jar of chocolate fudge, and together with Clarke, they assembled everyone’s sundaes with hot fudge, peanuts, maraschino cherries, and dollops of whipped cream. They sat around the gaming room, eating and chatting as evening turned to night.

Ashley left first, followed by Sammy and then Ixia, each woman giving Clarke a kiss before retiring. Emma grabbed the empty bowls and kissed him more thoroughly than the others before heading for the kitchen.

Which left him alone with Brooke.

Clarke knew the full moon was nearly upon them. Werewolves experienced a heightened state of restlessness—and sex drive—during that time of the month, so he assumed the other ladies had left Brooke alone with him on purpose.

But the wolf girl only smiled with an oddly shy glint in her yellow eyes, then gave him a quick peck before heading for her rooms.

Which left Clarke alone.

And slightly confused.

Not that every night needed to end with sex.

Most did, especially since they’d all moved into the mansion, but it wasn’t a rule or anything like that. Sometimes Broken Fang business got in the way or their schedules didn’t align or they wanted to give Clarke time to recover from a grueling job.

But he was well rested tonight, which only added to his confusion.

Were none of them were in the mood?

That seemed unlikely. Possible, sure. But unlikely.

Still, Clarke rose with a mental shrug. If none of them were in the mood, he could—and absolutely would—respect that.

He headed for bed, but that sense of confusion dogged him.
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Clarke got as far as stripping down to his boxers before someone knocked at the door. He paused with a thin smile and reached out with his magic.

Each woman in his life possessed a unique magical aura. His sensitivity toward the arcane wasn’t as strong as Emma’s or Ashley’s, nor as practiced and well-trained as Ixia’s, but he’d made significant strides in the months since Emma cleared the Antimagic Hex warping his perception of reality.

If an area lacked strong ambient magic, he could often figure out who was nearby simply by feeling their magical presence. He took this opportunity to practice that skill, but what he detected only heightened his confusion.

As always, his mind interpreted magic as a collection of other, more mundane sensations. The aura outside his bedroom was potent and excited, throbbing with heat and desire. That had to be Emma, since the sexual nature of her succubus magic made it resonate with his mind in, well, sexual terms. Her aura possessed a certain slickness to it, tight and inviting.

But that wasn’t all he sensed.

Another presence eclipsed the first with its raw, panting power. This one was hungry and feral, like a slathering beast, its ferocity barely constrained.

“Emma?” he said at last. “And Brooke?”

The knock repeated, more insistently this time.

He strode to the door and swung it open.

What he found on the other side took his breath away.

“I’m surprised you picked both of us out.” Emma tilted her head, her eyes dark and steamy behind her glasses. She licked her lips. “You’re becoming … more sensitive.”

Clarke swallowed, his throat suddenly dry, his eyes soaking in the visual feast before him.

Emma’s dark, batlike wings flexed behind her back, and her smooth, prehensile tail curled itself around Brooke’s inner thigh. The succubus wore high heels and black stockings held up with a lacy garter belt. Her firm, bountiful breasts hung bare over the top of her tight corset, nipples hard with anticipation. Long black gloves completed the look, which put Clarke in mind of a succubus dominatrix, come to prey upon an unwitting male’s carnal desires, intent on draining his life force to the last drop.

Real succubi didn’t do that; their sex magic was far more consensual, energizing both themselves and their partners with their lovemaking. But vampire propaganda often distorted demihumans into dangerous caricatures of their true selves.

Emma’s glasses conflicted with her winged seductress look, but also enhanced it in some ways, coloring it with her natural air of sexy geekiness. She raised a gloved hand, the end of a leash resting casually in her palm.

That leash led to Brooke’s collar, the cord dipping in between the wolf girl’s large breasts. Her eyes were covered with a blindfold, and her mouth gagged with a bright orange ball. She was naked except for the cuffs binding her wrists behind her back and two more unconnected around her ankles.

“I brought a present for you.” Emma gave the leash a tug, and Brooke took a cautious, blind step forward.

“That’s, uh. That’s some present.”

“We thought you’d like it.” Emma draped a wing around him and rubbed his bulging crotch. “Seems we were right.”

Brooke moaned incoherently through her gag.

“Shh,” Emma scolded softly. “Don’t use words when you can express your love in better ways.”

Emma placed a hand on Brooke’s shoulder and guided her to her knees. Her tail pulled Clarke’s boxers down while she removed Brooke’s gag and aimed the wolf girl’s head at his raging erection.

Brooke opened wide and took the tip into her mouth. She licked around the glans, then swallowed a third of him before settling into a slow, steady rhythm. Clarke sighed contently.

“You hear that?” Emma cooed into one of Brooke’s wolf ears. “You’re making him feel good. But don’t you want him to feel even better? You know he likes it nice and deep, don’t you?”

Emma placed a hand against the back of Brooke’s head and urged her deeper. The wolf girl managed to swallow half of him before her throat twitched and she came back up with a gasp. She took a few deep breaths then went down on him again, trying to force more of his girth into her throat with each plunge.

She rocked back and forth, slowly picking up speed. Clarke rested a hand between her tall ears, fingers lacing through her long, silken hair. He closed his eyes, letting his world contract to the simplicity of Brooke’s mouth on his cock.

“Can’t you go any deeper?” Emma asked softly. “I know you can do better than this.”

Brooke pulled back, his cock popping free of her lips.

“I’m sorry,” she panted. “It’s just too big.”

Emma let out a short, disappointed sigh.

“Then, I suppose you’ll have to sate him some other way.” The succubus rose, leash in hand. She gave the end a tug, and Brooke climbed to her feet. Emma guided her to the bed where Brooke dropped to her knees again. She draped her chest over the bed, ass out, tail up, legs spread wide for him.

“He’s enjoying the view.” Emma sat down beside the wolf girl. “I can feel the desire coursing through him. Aren’t you glad you have his full attention now?”

“Yes …”

“Now what do you say?” Emma brushed her fingers across Brooke’s back.

“Please, Clarke. Take me. I want you to make me feel good.”

“You know he will. Clarke always takes good care of us. But how do you want him to take you?”

“In my …”

“Come on. How will he know where to stick it if you don’t ask?”

“I want it … in my butt.”

“There’s a good girl.” Emma kneaded Brooke’s shapely behind. “And we got that part of you nice and clean for him, didn’t we?”

“Yes …”

Emma leaned over and spread Brooke’s ass cheeks. Brooke shuddered, mouth open and panting.

What could he say to an invitation like that?

Clarke stepped up to Brooke’s ass and decided words would only get in the way. He pressed the head of his cock against the tiny bud of her hole, then pressed in. Brooke let out a long exhale as he opened her up, feeding her the first few inches. Her breath turned into a quiet wheeze as her lungs emptied out, then she clenched her teeth and sucked in a quick breath.

Her ass was so tight. Hot and smooth, yet comfortable thanks to the generous lubrication. He began stroking in and out of her, pushing deeper each time, stretching her out. She grunted with each deepening plunge, arms flexing against her restraints.

Emma climbed off the bed. She pulled a chair over and sat down, leaning back with her legs spread.

“Yeah, that’s it.” She slipped a finger inside the glistening folds of her sex and began to pleasure herself, each dip eliciting a vulgar squelch. “So hot.”

Clarke barely heard her. He grabbed Brooke’s waist and bottomed out in her ass, his crotch pressed against her ass cheeks. He pulled out, leaving only the tip inside to keep her hole stretched open. Then he plunged back inside, burying his cock inside her.

“Oh, God!” Brooke cried.

He drew his cock out, and she hissed through clenched teeth. He slammed deep into her once more, and she gasped.

“Yes! More! Harder! Don’t hold back!”

He obliged, fucking her ass with deep, full strokes, slamming into her with each hard, complete thrust. He knew Brooke could not only take it hard and deep but would love every second of it, and he fulfilled her request by not holding back. He rammed his cock into her, again and again, coaxing squeals and bestial grunts out of her.

Her body shuddered with each thrust, and her mouth hung open, drool soaking the sheets. She lost herself in a sea of pleasure as he ravished her from behind, propelling both of them toward the heights of pleasure. She lay on the bed, accepting all he offered, relishing this act of submission to her alpha.

Clarke pulled out, and Brooke let out a brief, quiet whine, almost doglike in pitch, but he wasn’t done with her yet. He flipped her onto her back and shoved his cock back into her ass. Her breasts heaved with each thrust, and he took hold of those firm mounds, his hands barely able to encompass them.

He pinched her nipples and rolled them between thumb and forefinger, coaxing delightful squeals from her lips.

“Yes! Like that! God, I’m so close!”

She wrapped her legs around him. Her back arched, and her body convulsed. She threw her head back and cried out.

“Yes! YES!”

Clarke pounded her with abandon, even as the climax wracked through her. Every muscle in her body clenched in shared bliss, and the sudden tightness around his member pushed him over the edge. His lust boiled up from his balls, and he spurted his load deep into her colon.

He leaned forward and kissed her full on the mouth. Their tongues dueled each other, the heat of their passion still fresh and fierce. He slipped a hand behind her head and eased her blindfold off with a thumb.

She gazed up at him with her yellow wolf eyes.

“I love you,” she sighed breathlessly.

“I love you, too.”

“Fuck, that was hot!” Emma drew her fingers out from between her legs. Two of them were drenched in her juices. She rose and removed her corset with a steamy grin. “Just to be clear, I’m officially done watching for the day.”
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Clarke swept Emma off her feet and carried her to the bed. He then proceeded to make a meal out of her, which ended in her screaming orgasm. By that point, Brooke was squirming on the bed, begging for more. The pair had staged Brooke’s “safe sex” bag outside the room, and Clarke used the contents to restrain her more thoroughly.

Both Clarke and Emma worked her over after that, with Emma focusing on her breasts while Clarke fucked her from the front. After that, he took the succubus from behind while she ate out Brooke. Eventually, the succubus unclasped Brooke’s restraints, and the two monster girls tag teamed Clarke for several more sessions. They fell asleep sometime after midnight, all three of them thoroughly sated.

Clarke awoke to find himself the meat in the middle of a monster girl sandwich, Emma to his left and Brooke to his right, his arms around each. Both were already awake, heads resting against his shoulders, eyes on him.

“Good morning, Sexy.” Emma gave his pectoral a light kiss.

“Morning. You two been awake long?”

“We didn’t want to disturb you.” Brooke gave his neck a playful nibble. “But you’re up now!”

Her hand found his crotch and stroked him to greater firmness.

He raised an eyebrow. “In more ways than one, it seems.”

“Would you like us to do something about that?” Brooke asked.

“I think we should.” Emma smiled and ducked under the covers.

Brooke joined her underneath, and Clarke rested his head back and closed his eyes, reveling in their attention. The two women started by licking either side of his cock like a large lollipop before they took turns deepthroating him. Emma managed to finish him off, taking his full length down her throat, and they all rose to greet the new day.

Brooke stuffed her scattered bondage gear into her gym bag and pranced out of the room.

“Breaking the rules!” She intoned in a singsong manner. “Breaking the rules!”

The door closed behind her.

“Breaking what rules?” Clarke asked, pulling on his boxers.

“The ‘no nudity outside our rooms’ rule,” Emma replied.

“Right. Forgot about that one.”

“It doesn’t apply to you anyway.” Emma slinked over to him. “So tell me. What’d you think of last night?”

Clarke chuckled. “Do you really need to ask?”

“I just like to make sure you’re comfortable with a bit of group play.”

“You’re the empath. What did you sense?”

“Not a hint of hesitation or discomfort.” Emma shrugged. “Well, except when we untied Brooke and she decided to cut loose.”

“Yeah.” Clarke rolled his left shoulder and rubbed the muscles. “She can get a little feisty in bed.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed last night.” Emma shifted closer to him, the heat of her body pressed against his arm. “But I also want to make something crystal clear for you.”

“What’s that?”

“As a succubus, I’m more open sexually than anyone else in the household. That means I do find the other women in your life attractive, even though I prefer sex with men.”

“I figured, given the way you worked Brooke over last night.”

“And I did enjoy that. But you’re the one I’m in a committed relationship with. Yes, you have a harem, and I love that the others are involved. I care about them, but I’m not attached to them the same way I am with you. Does that make sense?”

“I believe so.”

“You’re the one for me, Clarke. I found Mr. Right, and here he is.” She patted his thigh. “Naturally, I don’t mind the chance to eat out a werewolf’s pussy, but I’m only interested in sex with the others if you’re involved. And, most importantly, as long as you’re into it.”

“I figured it was something like that. And, yes”—he flashed a quick smile—“I’m into this.”

“Wonderful.” Emma pressed a thoughtful finger to her lips. “I wonder what Ixia’s doing tonight.”

Clarke shook his head and stood up. “You’re incorrigible!”


Five


Sammy and Ixia were starting breakfast when Clarke made his way to the kitchen. Ixia grabbed an apple and a banana out of the fruit basket and sat down at the counter. She thumbed through the messages on her phone while Sammy cut the tops off two cereal boxes: one Cocoa Puffs and the other Golden Grahams. She dumped both into a wide punchbowl, doused the cereals with whole milk, then stirred her creation with a ladle.

“Wow.” Ixia gave the slime girl a forlorn look. “I wish I had your metabolism.”

“You say that, but you actually don’t. I need to eat like this just to keep going. If I don’t take in enough calories, my goo starts to congeal, and I’ll be stuck in my current form. With the way Brooke and I train, I need all the carbs I can get.” Sammy waved at him. “Morning, Clarke!”

“Morning, ladies. How are things?”

“Just about to eat.” Sammy raised the punchbowl. “You want some?”

“No thanks. I’ll have some toast. You enjoy your breakfast.”

“Oh, trust me, I will.” Sammy began to chug her concoction.

“Ixia, you sleep well last night?” Clarke asked, opening a bag of cinnamon raisin bread.

“I did. Thanks for asking. By the way, did you hear the news about Studio Nightshade?”

“Must have missed it.”

“They’re closed for the foreseeable future.”

“What happened?” Clarke furrowed his brow. “They didn’t go out of business, did they? I thought that place was hopping almost every night.”

Studio Nightshade was an exclusive club for demihumans and mages situated in downtown Chester Creek. It had become one of Clarke’s favorite places for when he and the ladies enjoyed a night on the town.

“The studio hopped too hard, apparently,” Ixia replied. “Dahlia wasn’t there at the time, but she says a shifter party let the full moon get to them, and they ended up wrecking the place.”

“That’s a shame. How long are they going to be closed?”

“Not sure, but the studio was looking to renovate anyway.”

“Sounds like now is as good a time as any.”

“Yeah. Hopefully, it won’t be closed long.”

“Ahh!” Sammy set the empty punchbowl down. “That hit the spot!” Milk dribbled down her chin, then vanished as she absorbed it through her skin.

“Still jealous.” Ixia took another bite from her banana.

“We still planning to meet at the library today?” Sammy asked.

“We are.” Clarke slotted eight slices of bread into one of the toasters. “Though I won’t be able to make it until after lunch, so you and the others can start without me.”

“What’s going on at the library?” Ixia asked.

“We’re trying to figure out what’s driving all this supernatural interest in the university,” Clarke explained. “We know Olcott was snooping around the admin building when we confronted him, and that place is a converted church. It’s older than anything else on campus, and the library may have some records from that far back. Finding those could help shed light on what’s going on.”

“Sounds like a solid angle to explore,” Ixia said.

“There’s also the cemetery to consider,” Sammy added. “It’s technically on campus property, and it’s got to be around the same age as the old church. Both of those are worth looking into.”

“Do you think it’s still worth your time to attend classes?” Ixia gave him a shrug. “Seems like a time sink when we’ve got bigger concerns.”

“We’ve talked about that,” Clarke replied. “With the end of Fall semester, everyone’s already cut back on their class schedules. That’s freed up more time for Broken Fang business, but we still want to maintain appearances as students. Having easy access to the campus has too many advantages, at least until we have a better handle on what drew Heinrich and Olcott here, beyond the vague mentions of a ‘Portal of Gold.’”

His toast popped in rapid succession. He buttered up all eight slices and took a crunchy bite from one that got a little burnt.

“Morning, everyone!” Brooke jaunted into the room with Emma close behind. “Ooh! Toast!”

Clarke offered her the slices on his plate.

“You sure?” Brooke asked.

“I made extra, just in case.”

“Aww, thanks!” Brooke grabbed a slice and started munching.

“You want any, Emma?”

“I’ll pass.” The succubus patted a spot below her stomach. “I’m still stuffed from last night.”

“Ah.”

“You were very filling.”

Clarke shrugged, not sure what to say.

Sammy frowned, her eyes tracking from Emma to Brooke and back. The change in her expression was both sudden and severe. All she needed was a gloomy cloud over her head to complete the look, perhaps with tiny lightning bolts and a small downpour.

Sammy stood up, and her eyes fell on his.

“Clarke, can I have a minute of your time?” she asked, her tone as uncertain as the emotions behind her eyes.

“Always.”

He followed Sammy out of the kitchen. The others must have picked up on the slime girl’s mood swing because Emma watched them leave with a creased brow, Ixia wore a contemplative look with her chin resting on a fist, and Brooke made a point not to gaze their way, though one ear tracked their departure like a furry radar dish.

Sammy led him into the garage and stopped next to her motorcycle.

Clarke closed the door.

“Seems like something’s on your mind.”

“You can say that again.” Sammy raked her fingers back through her hair. “It’s like this. You spent last night with both Emma and Brooke.”

“I did. Is that the problem?”

“No, not really.” She crossed her arms and seemed to struggle with her own thoughts. “But also yes. I know it shouldn’t bother me, but it does, and I just need to talk about it with you.”

“All right,” he replied, his voice both quiet and serious. “I’m listening. What about it bothered you?”

“It’s nothing you or the others did. The problem’s me.” She sniffled, and her eyes moistened with pink tears. “The problem’s always me.”

“Hey now. Don’t be like that.” He took hold of her and hugged her tight. “You’re not a problem.”

“But I am. I’m a monster, Clarke.”

“No, you’re not. Don’t say things like that.”

“I am, whether you and the others admit it or not. I can’t even touch the others! What almost happened with Ixia is a perfect example. I got all wrapped up in the game, and I didn’t think! I almost poisoned a friend of mine, and she’s with child!”

“I’m pretty sure she would have been fine. She’s a witch, after all. A simple cast of Purify would have cleared out the worst of it.”

“But the problem shouldn’t have come up in the first place. I should be better at this by now, especially now that we’re all living together. And then I heard about you, Brooke, and Emma, and I realized I won’t be able to join in like that. I’m stuck in my own little slime category, and it just hit me hard for some reason.”

She let out a shuddering breath, then continued.

“I haven’t been able to hug my parents in years because the last time I got close to my father, I almost killed him.” She sniffled again, pink trails tracing down her cheeks. “You’re the only one I can be close to, and that’s only thanks to your blood magic.”

“I get why all this bothers you. But we do have each other, and I’m not going anywhere. I love you, Sammy, and I promise you we can make this work.”

“Thanks. It feels good to hear you say that. Do you think I’m overreacting?”

“No. You’ve been through a lot, more than any of the other women in my life, and that’s left you with scars on the inside. Sometimes those old wounds are going to smart, but I’m here for you, always. Never forget that.”

“I won’t. Thank you, Clarke.”

She squeezed him tight, her body pressing into his, conforming to his chest. She sniffled once more, and he held her close, a hand stroking her head.

His mind fell back to memories of their nights together, to the first time where even kissing her had numbed his mouth. He no longer had to worry about that thanks to the resistances he’d absorbed from her, but that drew his thoughts to the feel of her magic, so full of contradictions: hot and cold, smooth and rough, soft and solid.

But one aspect of her magical being had always stood out to him: a sensation like liquid death, lonely, yet still yearning for its opposite.

He pondered the memory of this sensation and wondered, not for the first time, how deep Sammy’s wounds truly went.

And if there was any way for him to help her.

The spell Power Graft allowed him to absorb magic from others, though the circumstances of how he’d been unhexed had fused that spell with Emma’s magic. Still, it was a powerful tool in his arsenal, and he wondered if he wasn’t using it to its full potential. Could he do more with the power? Could magic be made to flow in the opposite direction?

“Sammy, something’s been bouncing around in my head since our first night together. I’ve been hesitant to bring it up before, but I think we should talk about it now.”

She looked up at him, fresh worry in her eyes.

“The reason I haven’t brought this up is I didn’t want to give you false hope. But … maybe there’s a solution to your toxin problem. One that will help you control it better.”

Her eyes widened, excitement eclipsing anxiety.

“There may be a solution,” he stressed. “When I perceive your slime magic, it comes across as pairs. Different extremes, like sharp and smooth, which makes sense given your morphic abilities. But it always feels like there’s a piece missing. There’s an aspect of your magic I associate with your toxins, but it’s all on its own. It lacks a … counterbalance, maybe? Does any of this make sense?”

“You know …” Sammy took a step back and crossed her arms. She stood like that for a while, deep in thought. “You know, you could be on to something. Thing is, I’ve never heard of another slime having these sorts of control problems. I thought I was just naturally more toxic than most, but maybe there’s a more fundamental problem.” She looked up, her eyes full of fresh hope. “And if there is—if I’m not actually meant to be this way—then that means a solution may exist as well!”

“Again, let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

“You already have a solution in mind, don’t you?” Her smile was like the rising sun.

“Sort of. It deals with my blood magic and how Power Graft has allowed me to absorb some of your powers. I’m wondering if we can make the magic flow in the opposite direction. If, maybe, I can give you something, and if that something could help heal the void in you.”

“You came up with this all on your own?” She hugged him. “Clarke, you are just the best! How do we start?”

“Let me talk to Emma first. I want to bounce my theory off her, since she’ll have more insight on the magical particulars involved. If she believes it’s possible, then you and I should try to experiment with Power Graft. See if we can find a way to reverse the flow.”

“Oooh.” She snuggled up to him again and threw a leg around his hips, her body conforming to his every contour. “And by experiment, you mean have lots of sex, right?”

“Basically. My Power Graft spell is still entangled with Emma’s sex magic, so that’s the only time I can cast it. Sorry.”

“Clarke, this is a feature, not a bug.”

“I suppose that’s one way to look at it.”

“The correct way.”

“You feeling any better?”

“Do you even need to ask? This is the best news I’ve heard in years! Even if this doesn’t work out, the mere fact you put so much thought into helping me has made my day. Hell, scratch that. You just made my fucking year! It feels like I fall in love with you more every day!”

“Glad to hear it.” He bobbed his head toward the door. “Shall we head back? We need to leave soon anyway.”

“Sure. One second.” She sucked in a sharp breath, and her tears flowed back into her eyes. She smacked her cheeks. “Okay. Good to go.”

Sammy led the way back with a noticeable spring in her step. Emma looked up from the counter when they returned to the kitchen.

“Anything the matter?” the succubus asked, a hint of worry in her voice.

“More an opportunity than anything else.” Clarke flashed a grin. “A good one. I’ll talk to you about it later.”

Emma nodded and her shoulders relaxed at his assurance.

“Are we all heading to the university together?” Brooke asked.

“Yep, as soon as Ashley joins us.” Clarke checked the wall clock. “And she should be here⁠—”

The angel swept into the room, her satchel slung over a shoulder.

“—right now, actually. Punctual as ever.”

“Always,” Ashley replied with a prim smile.

“All right, everyone.” Clarke clapped his hands together. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
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“Check this out.” Emma slid a blueprint out of the stack of old documents and laid it out on the table.

Clarke and Ashley craned over the blueprint, standing beside the long table on the library’s third floor. Sammy and Brooke were elsewhere in the library, hunting down other relevant documents to add to the growing pile of old drawings and historical records. The blueprint was for the church from before it had become the heart of the existing admin building.

“See this?” Emma tapped a small side room on the blueprint. “The drawing labels it as an ‘antechamber.’ That means it should be a small room that leads to a larger one, right? I mean, that is the definition of an antechamber. But there’s no larger room. It’s an antechamber that goes nowhere.”

“Interesting.” Ashley shifted one of the other drawings until the two were side by side. “And that antechamber doesn’t appear in the more recent floorplan for the admin building. Curious.”

“That room is close to where we found Olcott,” Clarke said. “In the back, where all the executive offices are. Definitely worth a look.”

“I’ll add it to the list.” Emma jotted down another line on her notepad.

“There seem to be a lot of discrepancies between the old church and the current building,” Clarke said.

“There certainly do.” Ashley sighed. “Under normal circumstances, I’d chalk that up to floorplan modifications made during construction or perhaps historical errors. Changes made to the original that were never recorded properly. However, given present circumstances …”

“It all stinks to high heaven,” Clarke said.

The angel frowned at him.

“Sorry. Just an expression.”

“It is suspicious.” Emma leaned over the drawings. “And the cemetery has some odd errors, too. There are mismatches between the burial records and the current layout of the graves, which makes me wonder if some of them are fake.”

“Again, under normal circumstances,” Ashley replied, “that could be explained away by what we know from the public record. The church was abandoned about a hundred years ago, during the Great Depression, and the reasons are pretty ghastly: murder of the priest followed by arson, and a great many dead parishioners. The community at the time decided to rebuild elsewhere, and the church was left to be reclaimed by nature.

“The property exchanged hands several times until CCU acquired it forty-three years ago as part of a larger purchase to expand the campus footprint. Even then, the church and cemetery were left as is while other plots were developed. There were plans to raze the church entirely and start over, but that changed twenty years ago when a very large and anonymous donation—at least in terms of the public record—was made to CCU on the condition that the existing structure be preserved. This led to the construction of the hybrid admin building we have⁠—”

“Anything I can help you students with?”

Clarke, Ashley, and Emma looked up from their work.

A tall, statuesque woman stood on the opposite side of the table. She was a wood elf, judging by her fair skin and the sharp points of her ears, perhaps in her mid to late twenties. Her honey brown hair was tied back into a chignon bun, and she sported a pair of rectangular glasses over vivid green eyes.

Her outfit consisted of a white blouse and gray pencil skirt, accented with a neck scarf patterned after a bed of autumn leaves. She’d left the first three buttons of her shirt undone, which granted a glimpse of her deep cleavage.

A magical aura radiated off the elf, strong enough for Clarke to detect without even trying. It felt … woodsy, for lack of a better term, which seemed appropriate.

The woman smiled pleasantly, her eyes lingering on Clarke. There was a flash of something … hungry in her green eyes, and they stayed on him just a little too long for comfort before flicking away.

“Quite the project you three have going on here. Need any assistance?”

“And you are?” Clarke asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Oh, my apologies! I’m still new at this.” She extended a delicate hand. “Natalie Marsh. I’m the new head librarian.”

“You are?” Clarke failed to contain his surprise as he shook the woman’s hand. “I mean … aren’t you a bit young to be head of the library?”

“Wow, aren’t you a charmer!” Marsh finished shaking everyone’s hands. “I recently took over the post Head Librarian Plainsborough vacated a few months back. Still getting settled in, though I have to say I’m super excited to have landed a job at this university.”

Clarke exchanged a quick glance with Emma, whose eyes were guarded. Plainsborough was the vampire librarian they’d killed, creating the opening Marsh now filled.

That doesn’t mean anything sinister is going on here, he thought. Not necessarily. Her appearance threw me off at first, but she may be older than she looks. Don’t elves age slower than most demihumans? Not sure if Emma mentioned that or if I’m just remembering my Tolkien.

There’s still the matter of why she’s talking to us at all, though. Head librarians don’t typically approach students without a reason, and normally that reason is the rules they’re breaking.

“Is there a problem?” Clarke asked at last. “We’re not causing a disturbance, are we?”

“No, no. Nothing like that.” Marsh glanced over the piles of blueprints and stacks of old books. “I’m doing a little research of my own, as a bit of a personal side project. Old buildings fascinate me, and I’d heard the administration building has a rather colorful past. But when I went to pull the documents from our archives, I found they’d already been checked out.”

“That would be us.” Clarke shrugged. “Sorry.”

“No need to apologize. Anyway, I saw all the drawings you had laid out, so I thought why not introduce myself? Nothing more to it.” Marsh ran her fingers over the church’s old blueprint. “What sort of project are you working on?”

Clarke glanced to Emma, then to Ashley, wondering how best to deflect the elf.

“My friends are lending me a hand.” Ashley stood a little straighter, all poise and confidence. “History is one of my two majors, and I decided to dig through local history for my next paper. And yes, some of the buildings around here have some very interesting pasts.”

“Ah, I see.” Marsh’s green eyes gleamed. “Well, don’t be shy if you need a hand with anything. I’d be more than happy to help, given my personal interest in the topic.”

“Thank you. That’s most generous of you. I’ll keep that in mind.”

Marsh nodded and then left.

They waited until the mysterious elf was out of earshot.

“That was … odd,” Emma said quietly.

“Tell me about it.” Clarke gave Ashley a nod. “Thanks for the save. That was quick thinking.”

“It has the advantage of being true. If Marsh asks around, she’ll discover it’s a real assignment, though I only just came up with the cover story. In any case, my response should shield us from … whatever the true purpose behind her inquiry was.”

“What do you think she was really driving at?” Emma asked. “No way she only wants to help a bunch of student nobodies like us.”

“Whatever’s going on, I don’t like it.” Clarke closed one of the old books. “Let’s pack up and find the others.”
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They met up with Brooke and Sammy then headed for the university’s food court to discuss this new development. The lunch rush had passed, and they picked a quiet table in the corner to have their discussion.

“To summarize,” Clarke said, “we were approached by Plainsborough’s replacement, an elf named Natalie Marsh. On the surface, she merely offered to help a group of students who were researching a topic she’s interested in.”

“I don’t buy it,” Emma said bluntly. “That’s too many coincidences for my tastes.”

“Agreed.” Clarke glanced around the table. “But if her story isn’t the real deal, then what’s the explanation? Is she interested in us? Our activities? Or perhaps the Portal of Gold?”

“You think she knows we killed Plainsborough?” Brooke asked, her ears partially flattened.

“It’s a possibility.” Ashley leaned in with a sigh. “We did what we could to cover our tracks, but we also left a lot of craters and body parts lying around the stadium. Marsh is a demihuman, which means the vampiric control spells aren’t optimized for her. Those spells will prevent humans from perceiving vampires and the supernatural, but she’d see things for what they are, including evidence of our activities. On top of that, I’m not sure she’s hexed.”

“What makes you say that?” Clarke asked.

“The strength of her magical aura. Which could mean she’s allied with a mage clan.”

“I felt it, too,” Emma said. “Very potent, bordering on exceptional for a wood elf. You could be right, Ash. No way she’d read that strong if she was hexed.”

“So, what do we do about her?” Sammy asked. “She’s nosing around our business, so that’s already one strike against her in my book.”

“You think we need to …?” Brooke gestured with a finger across her throat.

“Let’s not jump to conclusions.” Clarke spread a cautioning hand over the table. “Right now, all she did was offer to help us with a school project, even if we believe that offer was disingenuous. Yeah, she’s hiding something, but so is every demihuman in the city.”

“Clarke’s right,” Ashley said. “If Marsh is out to get us, she’s going about it in a rather unusual way. Her introduction alerted us to her presence and put us on guard, which is the opposite of what someone wishing us harm would do.”

“Maybe she was trying to lure you guys into a trap?” Brooke asked.

“What sort of trap?” Ashley countered. “And to what end?”

Brooke gave the angel an indistinct shrug.

“Emma, did you pick up anything from her?” Clarke asked.

“Just surface emotions. She seemed genuinely interested in what we were doing.” The succubus let a smile slip. “And she thinks you’re hot.”

“She’s got good taste in men, at least,” Sammy murmured. “Was she undressing him with her eyes?”

“Not exactly.” Emma tapped her cheek with a thoughtful finger. “It was only the briefest flash when she looked at Clarke, but I did pick up a strong preference for bondage. The ‘tie him to the bed and ride him all night’ kind.”

Clarke grimaced. He knew he should be used to this by now, but Emma’s frank nature still caught him off guard from time to time.

“You picked up all that from a brief emotional blip?” Sammy asked. “How?”

“It’s a gift.” Emma shrugged, her eyes laughing.

“It’s something, all right.” Sammy put her hands behind her head. “Back to the big question: what do we do about the Bondage Librarian?”

All eyes turned to Clarke, and he nodded, recognizing they were once again looking to him for leadership.

“We’ll play this cautiously. An unknown factor has just stepped onto the field, so we’ll curb our activities until we know more. Ashley, you’ll continue looking through the library’s archives since you have your history class to use as cover.”

“Understood. I can also try to monitor her movements with careful use of Scry, though I’ll need to be careful of any Wards she’s set up. With your permission, of course.”

“Go ahead. Everyone else, we’re suspending our current plans. That means we stay clear of the admin building and the cemetery until further notice. We need more information on Marsh first. And on that note, Emma, get in touch with your parents. See if they know anything about the new librarian.”

“Will do. If Marsh has made any sort of impression with the local demihumans, my parents will have caught wind.”

“That’s what I’m hoping for.” Clarke pulled out his phone. “Meanwhile, I’ll give Hepatica a call and ask her to do the same. We’ll decide our next course of action once we know more.”


Six


Hepatica Grey, Fiona Rose, and Oliver Rose all said they needed time to conduct their inquiries—thoroughly but discretely—and hoped to have feedback for Clarke’s team by the end of the week.

Tuesday came and went without incident, and Clarke found time to discuss his theory about Sammy’s magic with Emma. The succubus gave his idea a tentative thumbs up, tempering her response with the fact that very few people properly understood how blood magic worked. Still, a “maybe” was better than a “no,” and that was enough motivation to start exploring possibilities with Sammy.

They explored it that night. Three times, in fact.

The slime girl altered her appearance and dressed up as 2B from NieR: Automata, donning one of her many elaborate costumes, which didn’t stay on her for long. Even though they enjoyed each other’s bodies immensely, no magical progress was made. Still, the mere fact that they were trying brightened Sammy’s mood and lowered her stress level.

Clarke settled in for a week of waiting and magical “testing.” But then Wednesday arrived, and with it a fresh surprise.
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Clarke and Emma were in their Calculus 3 class, seated next to each other near the front, when a woman neither recognized entered the room. She was shockingly beautiful, with pale—almost white—skin and long hair so dark it was difficult to pick out individual strands. She was short and slender—perhaps no older than thirty—and dressed in a pale blue business suit.

The woman walked smartly across the front row, heels clicking on the tiles, almond eyes locked forward. A potent magical aura rippled through Clarke as she passed, and he shivered from the sudden chill. She set her laptop down on the podium and faced the class.

“Greetings everyone.” Her Rs carried hints of a Japanese accent. “My name is Megumi Shimoda. Professor Shimoda. I’ll be taking over from Mr. Mosby for the rest of the semester.”

A hushed murmur spread through the class.

“If you have something to say”—Shimoda swept harsh eyes across the class—“then I expect to see a hand. Otherwise, you will respect me and your fellow classmates by keeping noise to a minimum.”

Most of the commotion died down, but not all of it.

“You two in the back,” Shimoda snapped, pointing at them with a long blue nail. “Keep talking if your goal is to fail this class. I have no issue deducting points for disruptive behavior. If you’re actually interested in learning something, then I suggest you shut your mouths and pay attention.”

The room became deathly quiet.

“That’s better. Now, are there any questions?”

No hands went up.

“Very well. We’ll proceed with today’s lesson.” Shimoda plugged her laptop into the podium and shared her screen with the class. “Resuming the lesson Mr. Mosby began with chapter twenty⁠—”

Clarke glanced over at Emma, who gave him a quick, confused shrug.

He sent her a quick text: She a mage?

No, demihuman, Emma texted back. A yuki-onna, I think. Snow woman.

I’m not familiar with the species. What kind of powers do they have?

Limited flight, the ability to turn incorporeal, and a whole host of ice-based magic.

That explains the chill in the air, Clarke thought. Feels like the room dropped five whole degrees. But what’s going on here? First an unusually powerful demihuman takes over Plainsborough’s old job, now another demihuman—also a strong one by the feel of her aura—starts teaching Heinrich’s class, kicking out the previous substitute.

Is there some connection to the fact that both Plainsborough and Heinrich were vampires we killed? Is some group moving into the power vacuum we created?

And if that’s the case, whose side are these women on?
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“What the hell is going on here?” Clarke asked, sitting down with Emma in the food court.

“I wish I knew.”

Emma pulled two boxed lunches out of her bag, and Clarke opened his. One layer was packed with sushi nigiri: BBQ eel, tamago, smoked salmon, and seared tuna. The second layer contained sealed compartments for a seaweed salad and miso soup along with soy, ginger, and a generous dollop of wasabi.

“Have I told you recently how much I appreciate your meals?” Clarke asked, splitting his chopsticks.

“You have.” Her eyes twinkled at him. “But I don’t mind the extra compliment.”

“Then I’ll keep them coming.” Clarke paused and sighed. “I don’t know what to make of this. Do you?”

“You’re assuming Marsh and Shimoda are connected somehow?”

“We need to treat it that way for now.” Clarke took a bite of his seaweed salad. “Mm. Two dead vampires. Two mysterious women to take their posts. Marsh was suspicious on her own, given her behavior, but now this? You felt the aura coming off Shimoda?”

“Hard to miss it. She must be unhexed, too.”

“Which is another link.” He shook his head. “I’m going to assume those two are working together until someone proves me wrong.”

“I wouldn’t bet against you, that’s for sure.”

“But if some new group is moving in on CCU, who are they, and what are they after? And what’s next? Another demihuman swoops in and claims Rost’s head coach job? Olcott rises from the grave to restart his construction business?”

“Given that you bloodsploded his guts all over the cemetery, I don’t think⁠—”

Clarke’s phone vibrated, and he pulled it out of his pocket.

“Message from Brooke.” He expanded the notification then stared at the text message for long seconds, his expression growing darker and more serious with each passing moment.

“You have got to be kidding me,” he said at last.
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Clarke had avoided CCU stadium ever since Broken Fang fought and defeated three vampires there. Their battle had left enough scars for the place to be closed temporarily for “renovations.”

He made his way through the tunnel leading out onto the field, passing huge paintings on the concrete walls depicting the team mascot.

“The Chestnuts,” he muttered with an inward eyeroll. “Seriously. Who thought that was a good idea?”

He passed the cartoonishly goofy mascot with its too-wide grin and Steamboat Willie eyes then cut to the left, following a path outside the running lanes that looped around the main field.

No evidence remained from the battle. The craters blown in the field had been repaired, and all the blood, gore, and golem bits had been cleared out. The stadium appeared normal again, though Clarke hesitated to take anything on campus at face value. Brooke, along with the rest of the track and field team, were running laps around the football field, where the coach led part of the football team through warmups and stretches.

The new head coach.

Clarke was too far away to get a good look at her.

Brooke caught sight of him and gave him a quick wave. He grabbed a seat near the bottom of the stands.

The low sun ignited part of the sky with a blaze of orange. Shadows cast from the high press boxes stretched across one side of the field. He checked on Brooke’s progress—now pulling ahead of her fellow runners—then turned his attention to the new head coach.

She was a young woman, tall and athletic, with bronze hair in a neat bob. Her blue eyes were bright and sharp, and her long-sleeve turtleneck—striped red and white for the team colors—was tight enough to show her every contour. Two vertical creases in the back made Clarke wonder if she could manifest wings at will.

A succubus, perhaps? Or maybe a dragonkin? Some shifters could form wings as well, both in their hybrid and full werebeast forms.

He needed to get closer without being obvious about it. Fortunately, Brooke provided the necessary excuse. She finished her laps and waved him over, then grabbed two bottled waters from the barrel-shaped cooler. He joined her on the field, accepted a bottle, and twisted the cap off.

“What do you know?” he asked quietly, positioning himself so he could keep an eye on the football practice.

“Her name’s Talia Faraday. She’s taking over as head football coach.”

“The same position Rost held.” Clarke frowned. “That makes three demihuman newcomers replacing three dead vampires at pretty much the same time. Something’s up.”

“Three?”

“Emma and I had the pleasure of meeting Heinrich’s new replacement. A yuki-onna named Megumi Shimoda. Strong, too. Probably unhexed.”

“Oh, wow. This is getting interesting.”

“That’s one way to put it. Have you gotten close enough to Faraday to sense her aura?”

“No, but I doubt I’d be much help there. I’m rubbish at detecting magic.” She flashed a guilty grin. “I’m more the rip and tear sort.”

“We all have our roles.” He surveyed the field. “Okay, I want to get close to her without looking suspicious. We need to know what we’re dealing with, and that means sampling her magic. You think the two of us can cross the field and exit through the gate on the far side without drawing attention to ourselves?”

“Should work as long as we don’t try to cut through the team. Give me a moment.” Brooke gulped down her water, crushed the plastic bottle, and tossed it into a recycling bin. She shouldered her gym bag. “Okay, ready.”

“Then let’s go.”

Clarke followed Brooke across the field as she took an arching path around the football team⁠—

—and directly behind the new head coach.

Faraday gave them a quick glance, but nothing more substantial as they passed. She raised a whistle to her lips and blew out a sharp note.

“All right! On your feet! Time to do some laps.”

The football team let out a collective groan and climbed to their feet.

“I’ll hear none of that manbaby whining,” Faraday added sharply. “You want to win, you got to put in the time. Now let’s see some hustle!”

Clarke opened his senses to the ambient magic, but that effort proved unnecessary, because Faraday’s aura blasted into his mind like a peal of thunder, full of rushing wind and torrential rain. He caught a flash of leathery wings and the rough texture of hardened scales.

Dragonkin, he thought. Good to know.
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That evening, Clarke and all five ladies of Broken Fang met with Hepatica Grey and Emma’s parents over at the coven’s home. They convened in the basement, where Hepatica’s daughters had set out pitchers of coffee and tea alongside several snack platters stocked with assorted fruit, cookies, sliced meats, cheese, and crackers.

Sammy grabbed a fistful of cookies and shoved them directly into her neck. Clarke gave her a mild look of reproach, but she only shrugged.

“What? I’m hungry.”

“Quite a curious turn of events.” Hepatica drummed her nails on the hardwood tabletop. “Three demihumans—a wood elf, a yuki-onna, and a bronze dragonkin—pop up out of nowhere to claim the vacated posts of three dead vampires. And all of them are unhexed?”

“We believe so,” Clarke replied. “Each woman possesses a strong magical aura. At least on par with you and your daughters. Perhaps even stronger.”

“Which means they’re not bothering to Conceal their power.” Hepatica nodded thoughtfully. “I wonder how significant that fact is.”

“I’m curious as well.” Clarke leaned in, forearm across the table. “These three—whoever they are—aren’t doing a good job of hiding their abilities or blending in. They’ve taken all three vacated posts within a matter of days, which already looks suspicious, and on top of that, they’re radiating a ton of magic. They might as well have shot a flare into the sky and shouted ‘Here we are!’ It’s like they’re trying to draw attention to themselves.”

“You think that’s their goal?” Ixia asked. “Or one of them, anyway.”

“Maybe, but if so, the question becomes why. What’s the benefit of getting people to notice them? What do these three hope to gain?” Clarke looked over at Hepatica. “Have you uncovered anything so far? At least with Marsh.”

“Not yet, though I still have several open inquiries.” Hepatica gave them a small smile. “So far, she doesn’t appear to have any obvious affiliations with the mage clans. I will, of course, be asking the same questions when it comes to Shimoda and Faraday.”

“Fiona and I haven’t discovered anything of note, either.” Oliver Rose sat forward and flexed his muscular incubus wings. “Marsh is new to this area, that much we can say. Moved into a modest apartment along the south side of Chester Creek a few days ago. Other than that, she hasn’t made herself known to the local demihuman community in any meaningful way.”

“I Scried her apartment after the Roses sent us her address.” Ashley shook her head, and her hairband dimmed. “It’s Warded.”

“Naturally.” Clarke let out a weary sigh. “Of course she’d protect her apartment.”

“No way I can see inside without giving myself away.”

“Then hold off on the more invasive probing. At least until we’ve exhausted other quieter options. But keep at it with the low-power Scrying, and add Shimoda and Faraday to the list. I expect all of them to have defenses against casual snooping, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try. Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

“Understood, Clarke. I’ll keep at it.”

“Three women.” He tapped a finger on the table. “Three mysterious, powerful women. What is going on here?”

“There may be more than three,” Emma said. “We should consider the possibility these women aren’t the only people involved.”

“You’re absolutely right.” Clarke swept his eyes around the table. “And there’s also another wrinkle to keep in mind; the chance these three women are vampires, and they’ve come here to claim the territory we freed from Heinrich, Rost, and Plainsborough.”

“A possibility we can’t ignore, certainly.” Hepatica’s violet eyes were cool and cautious. “Though their lack of subtlety leads me to believe that isn’t the case. If so, perhaps the opposite is true?”

“That they’re potential allies in our fight against the vampires?”

“We should analyze the situation from all possible angles, lest a golden opportunity slip through our fingers.”

“Oh, boy.” Brooke’s ears drooped. “Talk about two extremes. Are they vampires or not? Are they allies or not?”

“What we need is more information.” Clarke sat back. “So that’s our next objective. Hepatica, Mr. and Mrs. Rose, please keep at it. Find out what you can. Meanwhile, Broken Fang is going to do some investigative work of our own. We need to get magically sensitive members close to Marsh, Shimoda, and Faraday. Close enough and for a long enough time to sniff out any vampiric magic. And it wouldn’t hurt for us to get a good look at their offices, if we can swing it.”

“That means me, Ashley, or Emma,” Ixia said.

“I would appreciate it if we kept my pregnant daughter in a support role,” Hepatica said, her words soft yet carrying a great deal of force. “You understand, of course. Don’t you, Clarke?”

“I do. And I agree with you there.”

Ixia shrugged. “Ashley or Emma, then.”

“Actually, Clarke would be perfect for this,” Emma said.

“You sure?” He gave the succubus a doubtful look. “You and Ashley are much more sensitive than I am.”

“True, but your blood knight abilities grant you a natural sensitivity to vampiric magic, which is what we need. Plus, your ability to detect and analyze magic has come a long way; you’re already close to my level, and I’d say you surpass any of us when it comes to sniffing out vampires.”

“She’s got a point,” Ixia agreed. “I hadn’t considered the blood knight angle.”

“All right, then.” Clarke nodded. “We’ll work to get me into close proximity with each woman.”

Sammy snorted and grabbed another handful of cookies.

“Not that close.” He gave the slime girl a fierce side eye.

“Why not?” Sammy organized the cookies into a stack. “If they’re vampires, then that’ll be the perfect time to stick ’em with the old thirstblade. And if they’re friendlies, well, they’ll end up in the sack with you eventually.”

Emma’s eyes lit up and she did a little bounce in her seat.

“I’m not investigating these women by trying to have sex with them.”

“Suit yourself, Clarke.” Sammy drove the stack of cookies into her neck. “Just saying you should play to your strengths.”

“Is this a serious suggestion?”

“Maybe.” Sammy winked at him.

“All joking aside,” Brooke cut in, “how are we going to do this?”

“Let’s consider our approach to each woman in isolation,” Clarke began. “Emma and I are already in Professor Shimoda’s calc class, so that gives us a ready-made excuse. We’ll request a private tutoring session. That’ll place us close to her for an extended period and may give us access to her office, if we’re lucky.

“Coach Faraday is going to be more difficult. I don’t have any involvement in the sports curriculum, and neither do most of us. Brooke, you’re all we’ve got. Think you can find a way to maneuver Faraday close to me and hold her there for a while?”

“You mean without knocking her out and dragging her over?”

“Preferably.”

“I’m sure I can come up with something.” Brooke lowered her head and rubbed her chin. Her ears perked up suddenly. “Here’s an idea. The football coach is a kind of first among equals amongst the other coaches, so I can try going to Faraday with a complaint about the track and field staff. Maybe I can ask to speak to her off to the side, close to where you’re sitting, and then just run my mouth.”

“I like it. We’ll go with that.”

“That only leaves Librarian Marsh,” Ashley said.

“Bondage Queen Librarian Marsh,” Sammy corrected, grabbing more cookies. “Got to get her title right.”

“Whatever.” Ashley sniffed and raised her chin. “Clarke, want me to ask her for assistance on my paper? She did extend the invitation, after all.”

“We could, but I’d like to avoid drawing attention to our interest in the university’s history, and I want you to stay focused on your Scrying. Sammy?”

“Hmm?” The slime girl pushed another stack of cookies into her neck, and the bulge traveled down her throat. “Yeah?”

“How’s a bit of polymorphic reconnaissance sound to you?”


Seven


“That concludes the lesson for today.” Professor Shimoda surveyed the class with a cold gaze, her mouth a thin, severe line. “Are there any questions?”

No one raised a hand.

“Very well. Class dismissed.” The yuki-onna unplugged her laptop and placed it in her computer bag.

The class began filing out the door. Emma approached the podium while Clarke hung back.

“Professor?” Emma asked, her tone both nervous and respectful.

“Yes, Miss …?” Shimoda slung her computer bag’s strap over a shoulder, eyeing the succubus carefully.

“Emma Rose. I was wondering if I could have a minute of your time.”

“That’s about all I can spare. I’m due to attend a faculty meeting in ten minutes. What do you need?”

“I’m having a bit of trouble with the current chapter on partial derivatives.”

“And yet you didn’t ask any questions during class.”

“Yes, well …” Emma flashed an apologetic smile.

“Did it occur to you that other students might have the same questions and might benefit from the answer?”

“To be honest, I think the issues I’m having go a bit further than that. I was hoping you’d be available for a private tutoring session.” Emma cringed a little. “Please?”

“Hmm.” Shimoda frowned and adjusted the strap over her shoulder. “You’re sure this isn’t something we can review in class?”

“I suppose we could, but I have a lot of questions.”

Shimoda pursed her lips doubtfully and pulled out her phone. She opened a faculty webpage and scrolled through several spreadsheets.

“I’m rather surprised by your request.” The yuki-onna looked up from her phone. “Your grades have been excellent so far.”

“That’s only because of the tutoring I received from Professor Heinrich. Math is actually one of my weaker subjects.”

Not true on both counts, Clarke thought, but Shimoda has no way of knowing that. Nicely played, Emma.

“Very well. I suppose this is part of my responsibilities here as well.” Shimoda opened her calendar app. “I have an opening at six today. Will that suffice?”

“It will. Thank you, Professor.”

“Meet me at my office. I expect you there when I arrive. If you aren’t, I’ll lock up and go home. Understood?”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be there. Also”—Emma gestured back to Clarke, who stepped over—“would it be all right if my boyfriend joined us?”

“Whatever for?”

“I wouldn’t mind listening in,” Clarke said. “I’m not struggling as much as Emma, but a little reinforcement wouldn’t hurt.”

“Fine,” Shimoda sighed more than said. “But I expect you to pay attention. If you start playing on your phone, we’re done. You hear me?”

“Loud and clear, ma’am,” Clarke replied. “You’ll have no issues with me.”

“That remains to be seen.” Shimoda regarded them both with hints of a frown. “But I suppose I can appreciate your initiative. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m needed over in the admin building.”
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“How do I look?”

Sammy spread her arms, approaching Clarke on the library’s second floor. Her current form was tall, lanky, and awkward. The long sleeves of her tan sweatshirt covered her arms up to the fingertips and her faded blue jeans were ripped at the knees. Her narrow face, sunken cheeks, and aquiline nose added the effect, as did her flat, lifeless head of dirt-brown hair.

“Wow,” Clarke said. “I hardly recognize you.”

“What do you mean, ‘hardly’? I was going for ‘not at all’.”

“Your eyes and voice are still the same.”

“Whoops! Let me take care of that.” She closed her eyes, and something squirmed behind her eyelids. When she opened them, they were as brown and dreary as the rest of her. She cleared her throat several times, and the pitch turned scratchy. “Thanks for the reminder. Those parts are easy to miss. How about now?”

“Perfect. Even I wouldn’t recognize you like that, and I know your body better than most.”

“That you do.” Sammy gave him a smoky smile with her new face.

“Ready for the next step?”

“Almost. Where are you going to wait?”

“Over there.” Clarke pointed. “At the table on the other side of those shelves.”

“And all I need to do is track down Marsh and get her over there. Got it. Be back, uh … when I’m back.”

She returned twenty minutes later and guided Marsh to the target shelves.

“But, Mrs. Marsh,” Sammy complained in her new, nasal voice, “I already checked the stacks. It’s not here!”

“It’s got to be. No one’s checked it out in months.”

“But it’s not! I looked all over the place and⁠—”

Clarke filtered out the conversation and focused on the magical presence behind him. He detected Sammy first, with her web of contradictions, and then focused on the presence beside her.

The magic radiating off Natalie Marsh possessed a woodsy, earthy quality, similar to what he’d detected during their first meeting, but those sensations had been collected without warning or effort—just random spillage that tickled his arcane senses.

Now, with greater focus and preparation, he picked out the finer details within her aura. There was chaos and sharpness within her—prickly barbs, too—along with a wild potential lingering beneath the surface. That aspect poked out at times, like a hand under the bedsheets stretching upward, huge and raw but impossible to observe directly.

He’d sensed magic like this before. Not identical, but close enough for him to make the connection.

Natalie Marsh wasn’t just a wood elf.

She was also a shifter.

He couldn’t discern what kind; the most common shifters around Chester Creek were werewolves and werebears, and she didn’t strike him as either of those. But beyond those two possibilities, there were a lot of different shifter variants, and he’d only met a handful since he’d become aware of their existence.

Still, the realization she was a shifter paled in comparison to what he didn’t detect in her aura.

There were no sensations of blood or iron.

Nothing that would indicate she was a vampire.

No subtle leakage or blurring from a Concealment spell either.

And no signs of a vampiric hex of any kind.

She was, as far as he could tell, just another demihuman. Unhexed and powerful, but otherwise normal.

“See?” Sammy whined. “I told you it wasn’t here!”

“All right. I believe you now. Let’s check at the front desk. Maybe someone pulled it off the stacks and didn’t put it back once they were finished. If so, then a page may have already collected it; it just hasn’t been put back here yet.”

“You think so?” Sammy’s nasal response turned hopeful.

“Only one way to find out. Come on. Let’s have a look.”

Sammy returned to Clarke about fifteen minutes later. She dropped a massive treatise on Roman aqueducts onto the table.

“Was that long enough?” she asked, her voice back to normal.

“Plenty. Where’s Marsh now?”

“She left the building. Won’t be back for an hour.”

“Then now’s our chance.” He rose and handed her a gym bag stuffed with her disguises.

They made their way to the first-floor restrooms. Clarke waited outside, and when Sammy emerged, it was in her Natalie Marsh disguise, dressed in a cream blouse and gray pencil skirt. The outfit didn’t match Marsh’s attire exactly, but they hoped it would be enough to avoid casual scrutiny.

“This way, Mr. Clarke.” Sammy fitted on a pair of fake glasses and winked at him. She led the way to the head librarian’s office, and the few pages and assistant librarians they passed didn’t give them a second glance.

They reached the door, and Sammy made a show of fumbling for her keys.

Clarke cast Minor Telekinesis on the lock, and it clicked open.

Sammy pantomimed unlocking the door, and they were in. She shut the door quietly behind them.

The office was a work-in-progress with boxes piled up next to a wide, wooden desk. Framed portraits of previous head librarians adorned the walls (Plainsborough was notably missing), and a fake potted plant sat in one corner.

Clarke began a slow circuit of the room, brushing his hand across the walls, boxes, and limited furniture. He detected the Ward embedded into the walls—a simple yet strong deterrent meant to blind magical eyes peering in from afar—but that was the only arcane element in the room. The walls held no other secrets, and the boxes were devoid of any hint of magic. Whatever they contained, he wasn’t interested in them.

He completed the lap in a few minutes.

“Nothing besides the Ward,” he declared. “Let’s get out of here.”
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“You ready, Clarke?” Brooke leaned over the low wall at the base of the stands, her heavy breasts resting atop the edge.

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” He reclined in the bleachers, a foot over his knee as he tried to appear casually bored.

“Okay! Here goes.”

Brooke scampered out onto the field. She approached Coach Faraday, who was monitoring the team’s exercise progress but was otherwise unengaged. The two exchanged words, Brooke wearing her best “sorrowful puppy” expression while Faraday appeared both confused and somewhat irritated. Brooke gestured to the stands several times, and Faraday eventually relented and followed her over.

The pair stopped between the track and field lanes and the stands.

Not as close as I’d prefer, Clarke thought, but I can work with this.

“You see, Coach,” he heard Brooke begin, “it’s like this⁠—”

He tuned out the conversation and closed his eyes, devoting all his focus to parsing through the magic around him. He sensed Brooke’s magic—hot and powerful, panting with latent energy beneath the surface. He consciously set those sensations aside, differentiating them from the magic radiating off the dragonkin.

Faraday’s aura was like a thunderstorm, full of roaring wind, lashing rain, and deafening cracks of thunder encompassing the harsh touch of scales and the flapping of wide, leathery wings. She was a dragonkin through and through. A bronze dragonkin, with affinities for water and lightning magic. All the elements of the storm were hers to command, and those elements suffused her rich, potent magic.

More importantly, her magic carried not the faintest hint of blood or iron. Like Marsh, she was just one more demihuman. Powerful and unhexed, but devoid of the sinister edge he associated with vampiric spells.

I’m beginning to wonder if these women really could become our allies, he thought. They’re not lacking in the magical department, that’s for sure.

He opened his eyes and listened in.

“I understand your concerns,” Faraday said, her tone edging toward exasperation. “Look, I’ll talk to Coach Nelson. That’s all I can promise right now, all right?”

“Thanks, Coach! I really appreciate this!”

Faraday headed back onto the field, and Brooke came over.

“What did you tell her?” he asked.

“That the track and field coach is a pervert.”

“Ouch. Is he?”

“He likes to check out my butt when he thinks I’m not looking, and he’s been known to get a little too touchy-feely with us ladies.”

“Is this a problem we need to deal with?”

“Nah, I’m good.” Brooke spread her hand over the wall’s edge, and her nails extended into claws. She made a fist, and the razor-sharp edges scratched narrow grooves in the concrete. “Looks are free, but if he ever gets handsy, I’ll deal with him.”

“You wouldn’t kill him, would you?”

“Oh, no no. Nothing like that. But he may lose the use of that hand.”

“Hmm.” Clarke rose and shrugged. “Sounds fair. Keep an eye on Faraday. Let us know if she heads back to her office early.”

“Will do.”

Clarke made for the closest stadium restrooms and found Sammy outside, already in her Coach Faraday disguise. She tugged on her too-tight Chestnuts turtleneck.

“Good enough?” she asked in the dragonkin’s voice.

“Perfect. Let’s go.”

They cut through the stadium’s inner passages and made their way to the offices. Only a few lights were on, and the coaches inside were engrossed in the daily grind. Sammy led them to Faraday’s office, and Clarke magicked the lock open.

Historic team photos covered one wall, and the shelves behind the desk were stocked with trophies and memorabilia. Other than that, it reminded Clarke of Marsh’s office, with stacked boxes and a newly-installed desktop computer.

The only magic he detected was the Ward, a strong yet basic variant of the core spell. Besides that, nothing remarkable.

Faraday and her office were both clean with not a whiff of vampiric anything.

“We’re done here,” Clarke told Sammy after a few minutes.
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Clarke had to hustle to make his appointment with Shimoda. He arrived with only three minutes to spare.

Emma looked up from her watch. “Cutting it a bit close.”

“Sorry. Couldn’t be helped.”

“Find out anything interesting today?”

“A little, but nothing alarming. I’ll tell you more once we’re not in public.”

Emma gave him an understanding nod, and they waited for Shimoda to arrive.

The yuki-onna proved as punctual as Ashley.

“Good. You’re both here.” Shimoda unlocked her office and headed in, not bothering to hold the door for them.

Clarke did hold the door for Emma, who flashed a quick smile as she slipped inside the office. The room was much the same as the others, with a stack of boxes and a desk uncluttered by papers, knickknacks, or personal effects. The only difference was the docking station for Shimoda’s laptop versus the desktops in the other two offices.

Emma sat down on the stool opposite Shimoda and pulled out her laptop. The yuki-onna slotted her laptop into place and waited for her monitor to switch on. There weren’t any other seats, so Clarke leaned against the back wall. He shivered when his back touched the cold surface, then crossed his arms and gave his shoulders a quick rub.

How low did she set the temperature? he thought, wondering if his breath would start to fog.

“Now”—Shimoda knitted her fingers—“what seems to be giving you trouble?”

“I guess my biggest issue is with …”

Clarke let the conversation fade into the background. He kept his eyes on the pair, feigning interest in the tutoring session, but it was all for show. Emma knew the material better than he did, which actually gave her the advantage in stringing Shimoda along with their little farce.

Meanwhile, Clarke focused on the yuki-onna’s aura, powerful and frigid and uninviting. Sensations of harsh, cutting wind that stripped the heat from his bones and images of deep snow crunching underfoot filled his thoughts alongside sharp edges of ice and an ethereal sense of weightlessness.

Shimoda’s aura was everything he’d expected it would be. And, like the other two, devoid of vampiric influence. No signs of vampiric hexes, either.

He expanded his focus to the room itself, scanning across his surroundings. He would have preferred to make physical contact with each wall and box, but Shimoda would have kicked them out if he tried.

The power radiating off Emma and Shimoda partially blinded him, like trying to pick out stars next to the sun, but he managed to filter both sources out with slow, careful concentration. The room itself held no surprises. Just the simple Ward he’d expected to find, and nothing else.

Shimoda was clean, as far as he could tell.

And so were Marsh and Faraday.

Could these three really be the allies we need? he wondered. Maybe not, but at least they don’t appear to be our enemies, and that’s good enough for me right now.


Eight


“Let’s recap what we’ve learned.” Clarke stood at the head of the mansion’s kitchen table, the ladies of Broken Fang assembled with him. “We have three powerful demihumans on campus now. Marsh is an unhexed wood elf shifter, Faraday is an unhexed bronze dragonkin, and Shimoda is an unhexed yuki-onna. None of them show any signs of vampiric magic, either on their persons or in their offices.

“About the only surprise we came across is Marsh’s shifter nature. I don’t know what kind she is, but she’s not a werewolf or werebear. I have enough experience around those kinds to have spotted the tells.”

“What did Marsh’s shifter magic feel like to you?” Brooke asked.

“It was sort of prickly.”

“Hmm. Prickly, you say. Prickly, prickly.” Brooke crossed her arms and frowned. “Nope. Got nothing.”

“All three of them being unhexed bothers me.” Sammy tore open a box of Chips Ahoy! and shook the contents into a bowl. “My question is who unhexed them and why?”

“You going to eat all that?” Brooke asked.

“Was planning to. Why? You want one?”

“Just the one.” Brooke made a shy reaching gesture toward the bowl. “If you don’t mind.”

“Here.” Sammy offered the bowl. “Help yourself.”

“Thanks!” Brooke picked out a single cookie.

“Anyone else want some?” Sammy swung the bowl around the table, her arm stretching to reach the others. “Grab them while you can.”

Both Ixia and Emma selected a cookie each, after which Sammy opened wide and dumped the rest down her gullet, not bothering to chew or swallow.

“Back to my point,” the slime girl continued, “who set these three up? They in tight with a mage clan or something?”

“I highly doubt that,” Ixia said. “My mom has been asking all the right people within the mage community. None of them have heard about these three. Either one of the clans is keeping their patronage a secret, or they have no affiliation with any of the clans.”

“It may be Faraday who handled the unhexing.” Emma nibbled on her cookie. “Unhexed dragonkin aren’t unheard-of. Take Linda Sarkany, for example.”

“You mean the owner of The Establishment?” Ixia asked. “The place in downtown Chester Creek that caters to the shifter crowd?”

“The same,” Emma replied. “There isn’t a hex on the planet that could touch Sarkany. Granted, she’s an exceptionally powerful dragonkin, but my point is people like her exist. Dragonkin also enjoy a number of natural resistances, which adds to the difficulty of hexing them. Given how powerful Faraday is, it’s reasonable to assume either she’s never been hexed or hers took hold in a weakened state and she found some other means to dispel it.”

“Makes sense.” Ixia nodded. “And if we assume that, then Faraday may have cleared the hexes on the other two.”

“Okay,” Sammy said. “Let’s say you two are right. What does that really tell us? We still don’t know why they’re here or what their objective is. They’re drawing attention to themselves by taking the jobs of dead vampires and parading around unhexed, and yet they’re not reaching out to the city’s demihumans. Right, Emma?”

“That’s right. My parents haven’t turned up anything on these three, other than that they all live in fairly modest apartments. Nothing unusual there. I expected to find all three clustered together, but their apartments are spread around town. Also, one more note about Shimoda: while she was tutoring me, I tried to redirect the session to different topics, but she declined to bite each time. My guess is she wasn’t prepared to teach those topics, which is another sign she’s play-acting as a math professor. Granted, she’s doing a very convincing job, but there are cracks in the performance if you look hard enough.”

“Ashley,” Clarke said, “have you had any luck with your Scrying?”

“No, I’m afraid. I poked at the other two apartments after Mr. Rose sent me the addresses, but they’re both Warded. I’d need to push harder to bust through those defenses, and that opens us up to my spells being backtracked. Would you like me to ramp up my efforts?”

“No. We’ll continue to keep a low profile.” Clarke rested his fingertips on the table. “The good news is we do not have three more vampires to kill. Yes, they’re powerful, and they’re up to … something. But they haven’t taken any hostile actions toward us or anyone else in this city. Are they potential allies? Possibly, yes. Is it worth the risk for us to find out? Maybe. So, if we wanted to reach out to them, how would we do it while minimizing the risk?”

“Whoever acts as our liaison would need a means of escape.” Ixia flexed her hand, and arcane energy crackled between her fingers. “I could probably come up with an emergency Get Out of Jail Free card. Load a spell or two onto a delivery device. Not a bullet, obviously. Maybe use a variant of Concealment mixed with low level Invisibility.”

“You going to use those grenades I saw in your workshop?” Sammy asked.

“Maybe.” Ixia flashed a mischievous smile. “A smoke grenade would make distributing the spell a lot easier.” She faced Clarke, her expression turning serious. “Let me think on it and get back to you.”

“Sounds promising. Looking forward to what you come up with.”

“I can help out as well.” Sammy pointed a thumb at her chest. “I’m the logical choice to contact our mystery trio, since I can keep my identity hidden. No need for us to reveal more to them than we have to.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Clarke nodded. “That was some good work out there, Sammy. You juggled three different disguises and made it look easy. You’re absolutely the right person to make contact with them.”

Sammy blushed at the praise, her exposed skin and hair all reddening briefly.

“Is this our next objective, then?” Emma asked. “Making contact with Faraday and the others?”

“Not yet,” Clarke replied. “We’ll continue to keep an eye on them, but at the moment, I don’t see any clear threat to our own activities. We held back our campus investigations this week, but it’s time to move forward with them. Starting Monday, we’re back to it. Ashley, I want you to keep hitting the archives. Find out everything you can about the admin building and the cemetery.”

“You’ve got it, Clarke.”

“Meanwhile, Sammy and I will see what we can learn at the admin building. We’ve identified several discrepancies in the drawings, and I want a closer look at each of them.”

“I’ll pick one of the administrative assistants and put together a disguise.” Sammy wiggled her fingers. “I can always force the poor soul to take a restroom break while we’re snooping around. Also, if you’re going to join me, I have some thoughts on how we can keep your identity hidden as well.”

“Let’s hear them.”

“The thing is, I weigh around a hundred and twenty pounds. To a regular human, that’s a lot of weight to be lugging around. However, to a human with shifter magic coursing through his veins, a hundred twenty is a minor nuisance.”

“You want me to carry you?”

“More like you’ll wear me. As a fat suit.”

Clarke raised both eyebrows.

“Here’s what I’m thinking.” Sammy leaned in. “We pick someone roughly your height, and I … flesh out your figure. That means we go in as one ‘person.’”

“Wow, I hadn’t thought of that.”

“It would certainly reduce his chances of detection,” Emma said. “And, if the situation demands it, this allows us to move two combatants into position more discretely.”

“That, too.” Sammy leaned back. “Now, I can’t pull this off with anyone else thanks to my toxins, but with the way Clarke’s magic detection skills have improved, he’s the ideal partner, anyway.”

“Sammy, this is a great idea,” Clarke said. “Stellar thinking. We’ll pick sometime this weekend and practice the technique.”

“You’ve got it, boss.”

“All right, ladies.” He pushed off the table and stood up. “I know this is a bit of a contradiction, given what we’ve been discussing and everything we need to accomplish, but let’s try to rest up this weekend. I have the feeling next week is going to be a busy one.”
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Clarke popped into Ixia’s workshop that Saturday morning after breakfast. He’d expected to find Ixia on the floor etching out a new magic circle, and she was, but Ashley and Emma were with her, loading runic arcs along the circle with their magic.

“Ladies.” He greeted them with a nod. “Looks like progress is being made.”

“It definitely is.” Ixia pushed up off her knees. “Here, let me show you what we’re working on.”

Clarke joined her by the equipment rack. She picked up a matte gray cylinder.

“A civilian smoke grenade modeled after the M18 from World War II.” Ixia handed it over. “Pull pin and throw. Smoke pours out the top. Easy peasy, and you even have a choice of color. How’s red sound to our resident blood knight?”

“Works for me.”

“We load this sucker with our combo-spell, and the magic infuses both the starting mixture and the filler. The smoke that pours out will carry the spell with it, spreading its influence.”

“What’s the spell?”

“A combination of Concealment and Invisibility, like I suggested. Now, it’s not like these spells will turn you into the Invisible Man or something, but they will make detecting you difficult. The Invisibility portion of the spell also gets finicky when you come into contact with other objects, but you can get around that by grabbing Sammy and Flying away.

“We’re going to tune this first one to you and Sammy, but I may make the others more generic so any of us can use them. Those will be harder to enchant, but the upside is they’ll be more flexible in the field. For this first one, I want to make sure it’s ready for you by Monday.”

“Sounds good,” Clarke said. “How do I deploy the spell itself? Do I just make sure the smoke touches both me and Sammy?”

“Pretty much. The magic in the smoke will have an affinity for your auras and will latch onto you and no one else. That’s important, because it means you don’t have to worry about turning whoever you’re trying to run from invisible. Smoke them up all you want; it won’t cause any problems.”

Clarke turned the grenade over in his hands. “A getaway in a bottle, then.”

“That’s the goal. The overlapping spells mean this thing has a shelf life of a month or two before the magic degrades, but that’s my only concern right now.”

“Easy enough to work around. Great job, Ixia.” He handed the smoke grenade over. “Keep it up.”

“Will do!”
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“Oh, like this is fair.” Ixia crossed her arms.

All six members of Broken Fang had gathered in the basketball court. Brooke and Sammy had already cleared away the padding on the floor and walls, and everyone had changed into T-shirts and shorts except for Sammy, who wore her biking leathers and helmet, covering every inch of her skin.

“Why do I have to be one of the team captains?” Ixia continued. “Clarke’s going to cream me!”

Sammy snorted out a laugh, and Emma waggled her eyebrows. Ashley stared at the others as if she didn’t get the joke, which was probably the case.

“I mean—” Ixia made a shooing gesture at the other women. “Oh, never mind! Let’s just get this beatdown over with.”

“I’m not sure there was any fairer way to do this.” Clarke dribbled a basketball next to Ixia with the others lined up, ready to be drafted. “We drew straws, and this is what we got.”

Sammy snorted again.

“It was random,” Clarke asked. “Wasn’t it?”

“Eh. Sort of.”

“Sammy.”

“Hey. All I did was make sure you were one of the team captains. Otherwise, we all know who’d get drafted first.”

All five ladies nodded in unison.

“Ixia just happened to draw the short straw,” Sammy added. “Literally this time. Besides, isn’t she juiced up on potions?”

“To manage my pregnancy,” Ixia snapped back. “The regimen I’m on basically makes my womb the equivalent of Fort Knox. It’s almost impossible for me to have a miscarriage.”

“So?”

“So, that means I’m not loaded with performance-enhancing effects. I’m literally just a regular human, and look what I’m dealing with! Two of you have superhuman strength. Three of you can fly, and one of those is a freaking blood knight!”

“You can still use your magic,” Sammy pointed out.

“Most of my magic is support-based. You going to hold still while I draw out the circle?”

“Hmm. Yeah. Guess you’ve got a point there.”

“Can I at least draft first?”

“Go right ahead,” Clarke said. “Ladies first, after all.”

“Thanks. Always the gentleman.” Ixia stepped forward and surveyed her options.

“Ooh! Ooh!” Brooke threw up her hand. “Pick me!”

“You don’t want to be on Clarke’s team anymore?” Ixia asked.

“Got a different idea now! I’m more likely to bump into him if I’m not.”

“Damn, I didn’t think of that.” Sammy raised her hand. “Pick me instead. I’m the better choice.”

“I’m faster and stronger,” Brooke countered.

“Yeah, but I can reach the hoop with my feet still on the ground.”

“Why not let Ixia pick the first two, then?” Emma asked, eyes alight with mischief. “That would be fair, don’t you think?”

“Hold up.” Sammy glared at the succubus. “I’m sensing a trap.”

“What do you mean?”

“If Ixia, me, and Brooke are all on the same team, that means Clarke’s entire team can fly!”

“Oh, drat.” Emma snapped her fingers. “You saw right through me.”

“We going to pick teams or not?” Brooke bounced on her heels. “Come on. Let’s get to the good part!”

“All right, all right.” Ixia reviewed her choices once more. “Brooke, you’re with me.”

“Yes!”

“Sammy, over here.”

“You got it, Clarke!” The slime girl jogged over and joined him.

“Emma, with me.” Ixia waved the succubus over.

“It’ll be my pleasure.”

“Uh. Why’d you have to say it like that?”

“No reason. Am I making you uncomfortable?”

“A little.”

“Ashley, you’re with me,” Clarke said.

“Remind me again why I’m here.”

“Because the six of us make an even number,” Sammy said. “This is an important team building exercise.”

The celestial sighed. “If you say so.”

“You know how to play, right?” Clarke asked.

“I read through the rules. The basics seem simple enough to grasp. Acquire ball. Put ball through hoop.”

“We ready to play?” Ixia asked.

“Ready.” Clarke stepped up to the middle of the court.

“Brooke, you’re on.” Ixia motioned the wolf girl forward.

“Hell yeah!” Brooke punched her palm and met Clarke in the middle.

“Game on, chumps!” Sammy dropped her visor with a loud click.

Clarke tossed the ball high into the air. Both he and Brooke leaped for it at the same time, but then a golden, pearly glint flashed out of the corner of his eye. Ashley shot by overhead and slammed the ball through the hoop. She hung on the rim, swinging back and forth, then dropped to the floor, wings folded, halo glowing bright.

“Two points for Team Clarke.” Ashley summoned the ball to her hand with a Telekinesis spell.

“Well, that was anticlimactic.” Sammy planted her hands on her hips. “Ash, I’m not sure that’s the best approach.”

“Why? Should I have gone for three points instead?”

“What you should do is dribble up to the hoop.”

“The rules say otherwise. I only need to release the ball to start my dribble after my second step. I took no steps to reach the hoop. Therefore, it was a legal move.”

“Yeah, but …” Sammy gave Clarke a helpless shrug. “Help me out here.”

“Ashley, perhaps it would be best if you and I limit the flight time.” Clarke accepted the ball from the angel.

“That’ll place our team at a disadvantage. We might not win.”

“Winning isn’t everything.”

“It’s not?” Ashley’s face creased in confusion. “But the rules say otherwise. The entire premise of the game is to score more points than your opponent. I can help us do that.”

“I know, but⁠—”

“It’s all right, Clarke,” Ixia said. “Let her play the way she wants. We’ll just have to adapt. Won’t we, ladies?”

“That we will.” Emma spread her wings and took to the air.

“Time to get serious.” Brooke’s voice deepened, and her limbs lengthened. Fur sprouted from her skin, and her snout extruded. “‘Adaptation’ is my middle name.”

“I thought it was Fuzzball,” Sammy quipped.

“Technically, yes. But I was speaking metaphorically.”

“Wait a second.” Clarke gave the werewolf a curious look. “Your full name is Brooke Fuzzball Hawthorne.”

“Yep! Fuzzball’s the wolf name from my mother’s side. I got Hawthorne from my dad.”

“Huh. You learn something every day.” Clarke raised the ball. “You ready?”

“Toss it!”

Clarke launched the ball high into the air, and Brooke leaped immediately, but not at the ball. Her feet landed on Clarke’s shoulders, and she catapulted herself upward with a second thrust of her legs, throwing him to the floor. He skidded across the hardwood and scrambled back to his feet.

Brooke reached her zenith near the rafters, clawed hands reaching for the ball. She’d nearly touched it when Ashley snatched it away and zipped around her. The angel’s wings folded in, and she dove toward the hoop.

“Not this time!” Ixia shouted, and violet energy snapped down her arm. “Let’s see how you like being Dazed!”

Light exploded out of the witch’s palm. The spell blinded Clarke and filled his ears with a loud ringing. Emma fell onto her butt, clutching her head, and Brooke crashed on top of Clarke while Sammy flopped over and oozed outward into a wide, pink puddle, her biking leathers floating in the center.

Clarke blinked the harsh afterimages away, disorientation clouding his thoughts. The court spun around him, but he forced the two images back into focus⁠—

—only to see Ashley divebomb headfirst into the floor, her neck contorting with a loud crunch!

“Oh, shit!” Ixia gasped.

The angel slid across the polished hardwood, and the ball bounced out of her limp hands.

“Ashley?” Clarke pushed Brooke aside and struggled to his feet. He crossed the court, still blinking. “You okay?”

“What happened?” Ashley sat back on her legs and looked around, her expression confused rather than pained. Her neck was in perfect alignment, and her head and face were unblemished. “Where’s the ball? I know I had it a moment ago.”

“Are you injured?”

“I …” Ashley inspected her arms and legs then patted down her chest. “I don’t believe so.”

“Good thing Ash is tougher than she looks.” Emma pushed off the floor and rubbed her temples. “Oh, my head. What the hell was that?”

“A Daze spell,” Ixia said, shrinking back from the admission.

“Good grief! Did you Boost the sucker, too?”

“I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean for it to come out that potent. I was trying to even the odds, but … I’m sorry. I really screwed up here!”

“Sammy? Brooke?” Clarke called out. “You two with us?”

“My ears are ringing!” Brooke shouted, her ears flat. “Besides that, I’m fine!”

“Sammy? How about you?”

“Give me a moment. I need to get my bearings.” A pink hand rose from the slime and extended two fingers. Eyeballs formed on those fingertips, and the hand swung around like a strange, slimy periscope. “Where the hell did all my bits go? I had them ordered so nicely a moment ago.”

“Look down!” Brooke shouted. “You’re all in a puddle!”

The periscope swung down.

“Ah. And so I am.”

Sammy schlurped back into her biker leathers and climbed to her feet, helmet slung under an arm. Her skin was a shiny pink, and her eyes swirled with reds and oranges.

“Ixia”—Emma planted a hand on the witch’s shoulder—“I appreciate you wanted us to win, but please don’t ever do that again.”

Ixia lowered her head and replied with a defeated nod.

“It’s all right,” Clarke said. “At least no one was hurt badly.”

Ixia looked up and her lips curled into a tentative smile.

“But we should probably scale it back before someone does get hurt.” Clarke waited until everyone had gathered near him. “Ladies, I’m just going to throw this one out for a vote. I’d like us to continue playing, if you’re all up to it, but perhaps—just perhaps—it would be best if we tried this again without our powers.” He paused to gauge their responses. “What do you all say?”

No one objected.
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Clarke joined Sammy in her room that night, and she’d dressed for the occasion.

The lights were low with a few spotlights shining on the highlights of her extensive stuffed animal collection: a Moogle from Final Fantasy, a chibi version of Rathalos from Monster Hunter, and a huge Charizard from Pokémon that took up the better part of a shelf. She kept her X-rated body pillows off to the side to avoid “traumatizing the more innocent plushies.”

Her new form was tall, slender, and busty with a teal-and-white striped bikini top, low-hanging blue jeans, and sandals. Her hair was a shower of bright orange, and she wore a gold bracelet and a strange three-part compass on her left wrist.

“I feel like I know this character,” Clarke said, evaluating the slime girl’s latest cosplay.

“Seriously?” Sammy quirked an eyebrow. “This is like the easiest one in my whole collection.”

“Is she from …” He wracked his brain, trying to remember where he’d seen the character.

“Yes?”

“From … One Piece, maybe?”

“Bingo!” Sammy ran both hands down her impressive bust. “This is my Nami costume, though I can do Robin or Boa Hancock and a few others if you like them better. A lot of Oda-san’s female characters have very appealing designs, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Never seen the show, actually.”

“You’ve never seen One Piece?” She sounded scandalized.

“I almost tried it a few times, but whenever I saw the thousand-plus episode count, I’d get intimidated and go watch something more manageable.”

“Okay, yeah, that’s fair. There are marriages that involve less commitment than watching all of One Piece. But honestly, you can start anywhere. It’s a shonen anime. Problems get solved with shouting, punching, and friendship—in that order. Also, lots of crying, but that’s optional.”

“I’m more of a mecha guy, myself.”

“Mecha certainly has its charms, but the women of Gundam don’t have boobs as big as these.”

“Is Nami the character whose breasts kept getting larger as the series went on?”

“Yeah, that’s her.” Sammy chuckled. “That’s why I picked her! Now, why don’t you come on over and give them a feel? I paid extra attention to the balance of squish and firmness.”

Clarke did just that, crossing the room to the bedside and taking hold of the slime girl’s narrow hips. He pulled her close, and they kissed, his hands tracing up along her sides. He slipped them under her bikini top and gave her breasts a squeeze.

“Yeah,” Sammy breathed, their mouths close and her eyes shut. “That feels nice. You’re so good with your hands.”

Clarke slipped an arm behind her back and lowered her to the bed. He kissed down her neck and chest, then suckled one of her nipples and teased the other between two fingers.

Sammy sucked in a sharp breath and ran her fingers through his hair, holding his head against her chest. He teased her nipple with his tongue, then licked around her areola. He pushed her bikini top up further and switched to the other breast.

“Your mouth, too.” She giggled. “Damn, you’re good.”

He rose from her chest and gazed into her eyes, now starting to show the colorful swirls of her true form.

“Practice makes perfect,” he said with a greedy smile.

“And you’ve had a lot of practice, haven’t you?”

“Maybe. But there are always greater heights to reach.” He slipped a hand down the front of her jeans, and his fingers slid across her hot, dripping hole.

“Yeah.” Sammy chewed on her lower lip.

Clarke unclasped the front of her jeans and pulled them off. He kissed down her belly, and she placed her legs on top of his shoulders.

“Do you think this’ll work?” Sammy asked suddenly. “You, me, your magic?”

“Shh. Don’t think about that. Just relax and enjoy the moment.”

“I can’t help but think about it a little.”

He grinned up at her. “Then I’ll need to work harder to distract you.”

“Ooh. I like the sound of that!”

He cupped his hands underneath her butt cheeks, shifted the angle of her hips, then bent down and licked up her slit.

“Yeah,” she sighed, her voice little more than an exhale.

He teased her with his tongue, up and down in slow yet firm motions. She squirmed underneath him and crossed her legs behind his back, keeping her thighs wide, welcoming him deeper. She ran her fingers through his hair and let out a cute squeak of pleasure.

He opened himself to her magic and felt it caress against his, almost like a ghostly kiss. Her aura was so full of contradictions, each sensation paired off with its extreme opposite: heat and cold, soft and solid, and so many more. A swirling maelstrom of possibilities and permutations.

And residing within that magical storm was her poison, potent and dangerous, like death refined and boiled down to a thick sludge.

It alone lacked a counterpart, and yet it yearned for one.

Could he provide that missing piece?

He didn’t know, but he believed the possibility existed.

And so he would try.

Again and again, if necessary. As many times as it took.

Until he succeeded.

Or he discovered success was impossible.

He loved Sammy. Loved her with all his heart. Loved her, flaws and all, for what was life and relationships without imperfections to make them interesting? And yet, deep down, he sensed this wasn’t a natural flaw, nor an innate characteristic of her nature as a slime.

It was a wound, deep and stiff with old scar tissue.

Or some arcane equivalent thereof.

He wanted to help her. To heal her.

If that was within his power, he would do so, without question or hesitation.

He only needed to find the way.

He rose from between her legs and gazed into her eyes, now fully swirls of red and orange.

“No more teasing,” she uttered breathlessly. “Please. Let me feel you inside me.”

He smiled at her, unbuckled his pants, and stepped out of them. He pressed the tip of his erection against her⁠—

—and pushed in.

“Yes!” she hissed.

He drove himself into her sopping sex, penetrating her deeply and fully until his hips pressed against her.

And then he began stroking in and out, picking up speed until her breasts shook with each hard, firm thrust.

“Oh, God!” she cried, arms spread in surrender, orange hair tousled about, framing her face.

The intensity of her magic climbed with her arousal, meeting his, mingling with it, intertwining and interlocking until the boundaries between them evaporated. They became one body.

One mind.

One magic.

He sensed the deathly knot within her reach for him, and he refused to shrink away from it. He let that aspect of her touch the arcane heart of his magic. It hungered for something, and he offered his energy freely. A portion of his life force bled away, converted by his blood magic into mana, and then that power coursed into her body.

Her eyes flashed wide, startled by the unfamiliar sensation, but then the ecstasy of the moment took over and she shuddered under him, mouth agape even though no sound came out. Her whole body quaked from her orgasm, harder and rougher than any in recent memory. She wrapped her legs around him, squeezing him tight, urging him to practically split her apart, and her sex clenched and pulsed around his member.

He reached the peak of his own pleasure and shot his load deep inside her.

“Fuck!” she gasped, then laughed boisterously. “What was that?”

“Not sure.” He stroked her hair, and they kissed. When their lips parted, he took a long look at her eyes⁠—

—and realized they’d changed.

They were still swirls of red and orange, but a slender ribbon of luminous blue had laced itself amongst the eddies.

“Sammy, your eyes.” He brushed a lock of her hair aside. “Take a look in the mirror.”

He climbed off her, and she rose to inspect a body-length wall mirror. She tugged at her eyelids with a finger and watched as the blue swirls faded into obscurity.

“I felt … I don’t know.” Sammy frowned, struggling with her words. “Like a part of you shot through me.” She paused, then flashed a quick smile. “Not like that. Not sexual.”

“I felt it, too.”

“Do you know what it means?”

“I can hazard a very good guess.” Clarke stepped over and took hold of her. “It means I can give you some of my magic. It means Power Graft can flow in both directions.”

“But that light in my eyes. It faded so fast.”

“Then we treat this as just the first step. The road may be long, but don’t you see?” He gave her shoulders a warm squeeze. “This means we were right! It means you and I can make this work!”

Sammy’s face lit up, full of hope and elation. She stood up on her toes, and they kissed once more.


Nine


The admin building still showed signs of their battle with Sebastian Olcott, the necromancer-turned-vampire. The two stone horses that once guarded the wide, stepped entrance were gone, having been animated by Olcott’s magic and then smashed to bits by Brooke and Sammy. Inside, an observant individual could find bits of buckshot lodged in the tables and chairs as well as divots in the stone walls and floor.

Olcott had been escorted by two zombie-like wights armed with shotguns. Sammy had spent days picking the tiny lead balls out of her slime.

The study hall was a long, echoing chamber with a high, arched ceiling. The space had once served as the nave of the old church, but now it had become an interstice between the modern and the antiquated. The stained-glass windows were gone, replaced with staircases leading up to a new balcony, and the old altar now served as offices for the administrative staff, separated from the study hall by frosted glass.

That barrier had been repaired, though the doors and windows were now mismatched with different styles of glass and off-color sections of wood.

Clarke glanced up from his phone, positioned at a table near the hall’s main entrance, his eyes alert for their target. Sammy waited nearby, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed.

Their target was Alfred Divverson, an executive administrative assistant who should be returning from his lunch soon.

Their target pushed through the doors to the study hall a few minutes after one. He was tall and heavy, but not disastrously unfit. His face and gut were rounded by the accumulation of fat, and his hairline was gray and receding. He wore a tweed business suit accented with a blue bowtie.

Sammy saw Divverson enter the hall, and she glanced over to Clarke. Clarke gave her a subtle nod, and she pushed off the wall. She put her head down, acting as if lost in her thoughts while she homed in on the man like a heatseeking missile.

The two collided, and Sammy caught hold of Divverson’s outstretched arm to steady him. Her hand made direct contact with his.

“What the hell?” Divverson barked, jerking his hand back. “Watch where you’re going!”

“I’m very sorry, sir!” Sammy made a show of smoothing out Divverson’s suit. “I didn’t see you there!”

“I can’t imagine how you could possibly miss me. You should⁠—”

Divverson’s eyes bugged out. Clarke heard the man’s gut gurgle from all the way over at his table.

“Is something wrong, sir?” Sammy asked innocently.

“Uh. I need to go!”

Divverson hustled toward the nearest restroom. His gait turned into a jog and then a full run, and he shoulder-checked the door aside at considerable speed on his way out of the hall.

Clarke pocketed his phone and grabbed the gym bag at the foot of his chair. He followed Divverson through the side door while Sammy took a more circuitous route to the same location.

“For fuck’s sake, out of my way!”

Divverson rammed his way between a pair of young women, throwing one to the ground. He leaned forward, clutching his rumbling gut, then teetered until his shoulder struck the wall, barely holding him up. His pale skin glistened with a fresh sheen of sweat.

“Fuck me! I’m never eating there again!”

He scrambled forward, driving himself across the wall until he ducked into the restroom.

Clarke offered the fallen young woman a hand and helped her to her feet.

“What the hell?” She dusted herself off. “Any idea what that was about?”

Clarke shrugged. “When you got to go …”

The two women left, and Clarke checked both ways to verify he was alone in the hallway outside the restrooms. He unzipped the gym bag, placed an Out of Order sign across the entrance, then slipped inside.

One of the stall doors swung shut.

The sound that came from inside was … unpleasant. Desperate and pained with a fluidic yet chunky edge. It went on for a full minute with groaning and heaving and splashing, punctuated at the end with a loud, almost musical dong!

Clarke pulled the stall door open.

Divverson was passed out next to the toilet, his forehead sporting a red welt from where he’d clonked against the edge of the bowl.

“You think I overdid it?”

Clarke glanced back to find Sammy standing by the sinks then returned his gaze to Divverson, who’d begun to twitch and foam at the mouth.

“Maybe a little. How long is he going to be unconscious?”

“A few hours at least. After that, he’ll need to stay close to a bathroom for the next week or so.”

Divverson trembled next to the toilet, then let out a long, wet fart.

“Ew.” Clarke grimaced. “Let’s change and get out of here.”

He retrieved a tweed suit from the gym bag and began sliding on the oversized articles. The suit wasn’t the right shade—more greenish than the tan of Divverson’s attire—but the original was soiled by vomit down the front and who-knew-what along the seat of the pants.

The color is close enough, Clarke told himself, trying to ignore the stench emanating from the administrative assistant.

Sammy stripped naked and stuffed her clothes into the bag.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Coat me.”

He held out an arm, and she liquefied, flowing up the limb to wrap around his torso. She then spread herself out between his clothes and the oversized suit, fleshing it out until he possessed the required paunch.

Pink slime oozed up his face, and he held his breath. He felt a pang of anxiety as Sammy smothered him with goo, but the sensation passed, aided by the holes she opened for his mouth, nose, ears, and eyes. Slime flexed and squirmed around him, solidifying into his new disguise.

“How’s it look?”

The words vibrated out of the slime coating his ears.

He faced the mirror and examined the new him.

“Very close to the original.”

“The shape of your face isn’t a perfect match, so I can’t mimic him precisely. You have a much more heroic jawline, for one.”

“Should be good enough for our purposes. Nicely done. Now for my part.”

Clarke removed a bottle of peppermint breath spray and squirted his mouth three times. He swished and swallowed, then cleared his throat.

“How do I sound?” he asked in a new voice thanks to Ixia’s Concealment spell.

“It’s not perfect, but close enough I think.”

“We’ve come this far. Might as well give it a go. If things go south, we pop our smoke grenade.” He stashed the bottle and Sammy’s clothes in the gym bag, scrunched it into a ball, and fitted it inside his shirt. Sammy flowed around it and squished the bundle against his stomach. It wasn’t the most comfortable of locations, but it was hidden.

“Now, let’s see what we can find,” Clarke declared in his “close enough” Divverson voice.

He ducked underneath the Out of Order sign outside the restroom and then proceeded down the corridor leading back to the study hall. His movements were slow and awkward at first, not so much due to Sammy weighing down his limbs as the resistance her body created. She had to force herself to relax, allowing his movements to carry her along while also maintaining enough rigidity to hold Divverson’s face, hands, and overall body shape. It was a balancing act, one they’d practiced over the weekend but hadn’t yet perfected.

Still, the illusion held up, and they reached the door to the administrative offices without any fuss.

Clarke gripped the doorknob and twisted it.

“Ouch,” Sammy whispered in his ear. “You pinched me against the knob.”

“Sorry,” he whispered back. “I’ll be more careful next time.”

He swung the door open and stepped into the administrative block.
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Clarke cut through several offices on his way to the closest discrepancy in the building plans. Their first stop was to head down a flight of stairs and check out this mysterious “antechamber” that only existed on some drawings and didn’t lead anywhere. He’d made it halfway to the antechamber when a middle-aged woman bolted upright in her cubicle.

“Alfred!”

The woman was an explosion of teal: teal sleeveless pantsuit with thick teal glasses, teal eyeshadow, teal fingernails along with beaded teal necklaces and bracelets. She rounded her desk and stomped toward them.

“Shit!” Sammy hissed into Clarke’s ear.

“Don’t worry,” he whispered. “I’ll handle this.”

He stopped and turned to face this new, mono-colored obstacle.

“Where the hell have you been?” the teal woman demanded.

“On the pot,” Clarke grumbled in an effort to mask any imperfections in his voice. “Lunch didn’t agree with me.”

“Well, while you were busy, Markus started screaming about your tuition and admissions analysis. He’s got a meeting at four and needs to know how much we can soak the sheep next semester.”

Clarke blinked. “The … sheep?”

“The students, Alfred.” The teal woman rolled her eyes. “The more money we help rake in, the more heads our department can add. What, did you poop your brain out or something? You and I both know this building is staffed with nothing but useless overhead, so we need to find ways to justify our existence.”

“Wait a second.” Clarke’s modified face crinkled in confusion. “You mean we’re not doing what’s best for the students?”

“Oh, please!” The teal woman laughed. “When did you develop a sense of humor? If we actually cared about the students, we’d hire more professors, not worthless bureaucrats like you and me.” Her face turned serious. “Now, how soon can Markus expect that report?”

“What the hell is this?” Sammy hissed in Clarke’s ear. “That’s it! Give her a taste of the toxins!”

The woman’s brow furrowed. “Did you say something?”

“Nothing. Just my lunch disagreeing with me.” Clarke smiled broadly and patted her on the bare shoulder. “I’ll have the report to Markus within the hour. Don’t you worry.”

“Good. I’ll expect⁠—”

The woman’s jawline flexed and her eyes widened.

“Is something wrong?” Clarke asked, his tone full of fake concern. “You look pale all of a sudden.”

“I …” The woman’s cheeks bulged and she held a hand up against her mouth. “I need to go!”

She crossed the office, almost knocking a coworker aside, and barged into the women’s restroom.

“What a wretched human being,” Sammy spat.

“Not every villain has fangs, I suppose.” He sighed. “And not every thief wears a mask. How bad did you hit her?”

“She won’t die from it, if that’s what you’re wondering.” The slime girl chuckled, the sound soft and sinister. “But maybe she’ll wish she had before the day’s out.”

Sammy and Clarke navigated the offices without further incident and arrived at their first destination: a large janitorial and maintenance storage room. Clarke magicked the lock, and they slipped inside. He flipped the light switch, and fluorescent panels flickered on across the ceiling.

“Access to the antechamber should be somewhere in here,” he muttered.

Cleaning supplies, old computers, and spare parts for HVAC units cluttered the rows of metal racks. Clarke walked them down one of those rows, his eyes scanning back and forth. He opened himself to the room’s magic, but nothing unusual jumped out besides the tingling ambient.

They reached the far wall.

“Can you free one of my hands?” he asked.

“Sure thing.” Slime peeled back from his right hand, forming a pink doughnut around his wrist.

“Thanks.” He spread the hand against the wall and began a slow walk from one side to the other, fingers tracing over the stone blocks.

“Anything so far?” Sammy asked after he’d completed one side.

“Nothing magical, but …” He frowned and returned to the center.

“But what?”

Clarke gave one of the blocks a hard push. It shifted inward by a hair, but the neighbor to the right didn’t. He traced a finger along the seam.

“Secret door?” Sammy asked.

“Maybe? If so, we may be dealing with a physical mechanism instead of a spell.” Clarke placed his hand over the seam. “Care to take a look?”

“On it.”

Slime oozed over his hand and seeped into the crack. More of Sammy flowed from his torso and down the arm, pushing into the wall’s unseen recesses. He stood there, perfectly still, waiting in silence for long minutes until something heavy and metallic shifted within the wall. Sammy slurped back into her disguise, and the center of the wall gave way, swinging out along a smooth arc.

Clarke pushed through and stepped into a small stone chamber, dark and foreboding. Sammy retrieved a flashlight from the gym bag and slid it down his sleeve and into a hand. He switched it on and cast the narrow beam across the walls, finding a passage at the far end that led down into unseen depths.

“The antechamber that doesn’t exist,” he said.

“And a path,” Sammy added. “Shall we see where it leads?”

“Let’s.”

They took the stairs down through the long, dark shaft. The air was cool and dry, and the path leveled off after what had to be a hundred steps, opening into a wide circular chamber with a green door upright in the middle.

There was nothing behind the door, nor any obvious supports holding it up.

“What the hell?” Clarke stepped closer.

The door was constructed from smooth wooden boards coated with green lacquer, each fitted precisely together with thick brass straps binding the whole. A simple brass lever served as the knob. In any other setting, it would have appeared utterly unremarkable. Old-fashioned, sure, but not out of place in a historical structure such as this.

The door was … boring.

Except it wasn’t.

Clarke circled around the upright door and found the back identical to the front. He reached out for it with a splayed hand, not daring to touch it yet, and opened himself to its magic.

He didn’t detect anything at first, but when he took a step closer, the artifact’s aura blasted him in the face like a rancid wind.

The stench of blood, he thought, his lips curling in disgust. And the taste of iron. Like licking a rusty nail. This thing is drenched in vampiric magic.

And yet …

He closed his eyes and concentrated, arm still outstretched.

That’s not all. There’s more here. A warmth underneath the vileness. Strong and pure and strangely welcoming.

He opened his eyes and studied the mysterious door.

“What is this thing?”

“Is it safe to touch?” Sammy asked.

“One way to find out.”

He inspected the door’s aura, but as deep as he peered, he couldn’t sense any traps. He reached for the handle, touched it tentatively, and when nothing happened he gripped it with his hand and tested it.

The lever wouldn’t move. He applied more strength, then more. Then all of it.

The lever refused to wiggle. The door seemed completely solid, despite its mundane appearance. He circled around to the front and tried that handle. It, too, wouldn’t move so much as a millimeter.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?”

Clarke whirled around and faced the stairs.

Natalie Marsh stepped into the open, dressed in a pale green blouse and tan pencil skirt. She pushed her rectangular glasses up her nose and smiled warmly.

How’d she sneak up on us? Clarke thought. Did she make it all the way down more than a hundred stone steps without making a noise? In high heels?!

“Alfred Divverson?” Marsh cocked an eyebrow. “Now this is a surprise. You’re probably the last person I expected to find down here.”

Marsh stepped closer, heels clicking across stone as she appraised the combined form of Clarke and Sammy. Clarke held his ground, meeting the elf’s inquisitive gaze.

“No, not him.” Marsh’s smile grew. “You’re just pretending to be him. A slime, maybe? Mind sharing who you really are?”

“You first,” he growled in Divverson’s voice.

“Sounds like you don’t trust me.” Marsh sighed with a slight headshake. “Well, I suppose that can’t be helped. Neither of us is what we appear, and look at where we’ve met! Down underneath this old church, in an unmapped chamber before a door that shouldn’t exist.”

She walked past him and drew a finger down the door’s frame. Clarke remained silent, alert to any sign of aggression.

“This door is what brought us here,” Marsh said.

“‘Us’?”

“I have a few friends on campus. Would you like to meet them? We’ve been on the lookout for other interested parties. That’s one of the reasons why we’ve made our presence here … a bit less than secret. Surely, someone who’s made it this far also noticed how we’ve taken the posts of those three dead vampires.”

Clarke didn’t respond.

“Of course you have.” Marsh turned to face him. “We know there’s at least one other group operating in secret around Chester Creek. Those vampires didn’t kill themselves, after all. You wouldn’t happen to know who they are, would you?”

“And what if I do?”

“My partners and I would like to meet them.”

“What for?”

“To discuss a mutually beneficial relationship.” Marsh chuckled pleasantly. “Them killing those vampires allowed us to proceed with our research. Whoever offed Plainsborough, Rost, and Heinrich are the people to know around these parts. We’d like to open a dialogue with them, see if our goals align and if there’s any benefit in our cooperation.”

“But what are your goals?”

“You’re standing in front of it.” Marsh patted the side of the door. “Tell you what. How about I share with you some of what we’ve learned? Not all, mind you. But some. Consider this an appetizer of sorts. A demonstration of our goodwill.”

Marsh crossed the chamber and started up the steps. She turned back after the first three.

“Well, come on, then.” The elf smiled. “Do you want to see the other door or not?”
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Marsh led Clarke up the stairs, and they left the admin building through a faculty exit along the back. He followed the elf across the parking lot and over a familiar hill.

Old Chester Cemetery sprawled out beyond the foot of that hill, bordered by a tall fence of wrought iron and gray stone that formed an uneven loop around a mishmash of grave markers, monuments, and weathered statues. Parts of the cemetery were laid out in neat, orthogonal rows, sectioned off with inner walls. Other areas were a chaotic mess of graves and old growth trees.

Marsh stopped at the hill’s crest and waited for Clarke to join her.

“This other door is in the cemetery?” he asked.

“Underneath it, but yes.” Marsh tilted her head. “Would you like me to show you where it is?”

Clarke nodded, and the elf made her way down the hill.

They circled around to the main entrance, open wide for the general public. Vines had overtaken the gate ages ago, and the hinges must have been rusted solid, anyway. Marsh led them down a large, central path, then turned off into one of the more organized areas. They rounded a high stone wall and came face to face with a large grave, the statue of a kneeling angel draped over it in mourning. The grave was in a quiet, secluded corner of the cemetery, surrounded by high walls on three sides.

Marsh rounded the grave and a hint of magic splashed the air.

Telekinesis, Clarke recognized. Is she activating a hidden mechanism?

A sharp click answered his unspoken question. Part of the stone pad the grave rested atop sank into the ground in a segmented pattern, forming a flight of steps that connected to an underground passage leading deep into the earth.

“The door is down this way.”

“At the bottom of these stairs?”

“Not … quite.” Marsh snapped her fingers, and a ball of Illumination flickered to life above her palm. The ball settled into position a few inches over her shoulder. “I must warn you, we’re not sure if the path to the door is entirely safe. We believe we’ve cleared out all the defenses, but we may not have caught everything.”

“Defenses?”

“This door, unlike the first, is surrounded by an underground complex which was clearly built to protect it.” Marsh shrugged. “Not that it needs protection. The door is impervious to all physical or magical influence, as far as we can tell. It just … stands there, inert. I wonder if even a nuke or the vampires’ Throne of Shadows could scratch it.”

Marsh took two steps down and then turned back.

“I’m not trying to scare you off. Just want to be upfront with you about the risks. We don’t need to go any further if you’re not comfortable with it.”

“No, I’d like to see this door, too.”

“I thought you’d say that.” Marsh flashed a bright smile. “This way, please.”

Clarke followed the elf down a staircase at least twice as long and deep as the one beneath the old church. Her Illuminate ball cast long shadows that deepened when the path branched in three directions. The corridors to either side curved to form one large, continuous bend, perhaps circling some unseen central chamber. The path ahead was a rubble-strewn mess blasted through the wall.

Marsh stepped through the shattered stone, amazingly surefooted. More curving passages branched to either side.

“It’s a maze?” Clarke asked, watching his step as he followed the elf.

“Technically a labyrinth. There’s only one path forward. Well, was before we got here. This structure forms one big circle with the door at the center. The intended path winds back and forth over and over again, and a lot of that is filled with traps. We, uh, decided to create some shortcuts.”

They proceeded forward in a mostly straight line through one broken wall after another, past blasted rock, bent metal spikes, blackened earth, puddles of water, and the glowing residue of broken magic circles.

“We passing what’s left of the traps?” Clarke asked.

“That’s right. Dangerous enough to keep most people out, but not us.”

“Impressive work. Some of these circles were quite potent.”

“I’m glad you noticed. Whoever crafted them knew what they were doing. Only a few showed any signs of deterioration.”

“Any idea how old this place is?”

“Not really. The door itself has been the focus of our attention. The rest is merely an obstacle. Not of interest to us.”

“I see.”

“And speaking of which …”

Marsh stepped aside and gestured for him to proceed.

Clarke walked over another pile of loose rubble to find himself in a circular chamber almost identical to the one underneath the church, except this door was painted white instead of green, and its silver handle gleamed under Marsh’s Illuminate spell.

“The second door, as promised.” The elf walked over to the door and ran a finger across the front.

“So there are two of them,” Clarke said.

“At least.”

“What do you mean? There are more of these doors?”

“We believe so. We suspect these two are part of a larger set; how many in total, we have no way of knowing. But with access to these two, we’ve been able to begin studying their magic. The doors are connected; of that we’re certain. And they don’t lead to each other. Our theory is all the doors lead to the same place, and all need to be opened to reach it. What that destination may be, who can say, but we’re dealing with powerful magic here. What’s on the other side has got to be good, wouldn’t you say?”

Could that be the Portal of Gold? Clarke wondered. “A pathway to unimaginable power,” Olcott had called it.

Marsh raised an eyebrow. “You know something, don’t you?”

“We all have our secrets,” Clarke replied, dodging the question, “and you’re keeping plenty yourself.”

“True, but you have to start building a foundation of trust somewhere.”

“And that’s what you’d like to build?”

“Let me put it like this.” Marsh stepped up to him, a hand on her hip. “Someone killed those vampires, and I think you’re connected to that group. You’re either a member or in league with them in some manner.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because I found you next to one of the doors, of course!” Marsh laughed, her voice pleasant and musical. “What else is around this dump-of-a-campus that’s worth killing vampires over?”

“Let’s say you’re at least partially correct. What then?”

“I’d like to meet with the leader of this group to discuss an alliance. We’re both interested in the same thing. Why not pool our resources and share in the rewards?”

“Just you?”

“Just me. Alone.” She raised a hand, and flickers of light danced up her fingers. “I’d say unarmed, but we both know that’s not true. Still, if this group is capable of slaying vampires, I’m not going to be much of a threat. Certainly not alone!”

Clarke considered the elf’s proposal, studying her and her words for any signs of deception. He failed to spot any obvious falsehoods, and she’d already shared a wealth of valuable information: her group’s analysis of the doors, the existence of more than one, and—most importantly—where to find the second.

Sure, she’d asked for information in return, but she hadn’t demanded anything. Nor had she threatened him in any way.

“Very well,” Clarke said at last. “I will convey your offer to the appropriate individuals. If they decide to meet with you, you’ll be contacted. Will that suffice?”

“It will.” Marsh reached into a pocket and retrieved a business card and a pen. “Here. Let me write down my personal number for you.”


Ten


Clarke left the cemetery and followed sidewalks into downtown Chester Creek. He took a random, winding path through the city while Sammy monitored their surroundings.

“It’s nice to have eyes on the back of my head,” he muttered, moving his mouth as little as possible. “You see anything?”

“Nope. No sign of a tail. Doesn’t mean there isn’t one, though. I’m new to this whole cloak-and-dagger business.”

“You and me both.” Clarke ducked into a local Italian restaurant called Agosti’s and headed into the restroom. A fully separated Clarke and Sammy walked out and sat down for a meal. They ordered two big plates of spaghetti and meatballs with fried calamari, garlic bread, fried mozzarella, and bruschetta.

The pair took their time eating, all while staying alert to the movements of the other customers or anyone lingering outside. No one stood out, and the patrons around them cycled through the restaurant at a reasonable pace.

Clarke gave Ashley a call. She arrived half an hour later and sat down at their booth. He placed Marsh’s business card on the table and slid it over to the angel.

“Anything on this?” he asked. “I couldn’t spot any spells, but I want to be sure.”

Ashley picked up the card with both thumbs and forefingers. She stared at it intently, and her hairband glimmered with a trace of golden light.

“It’s clean.” She slid the card back to Clarke. “Not a whiff of magic on it. Even if there is something hidden on it, it’s too weak to be a Tracking spell.”

“Good to know.” Clarke flicked the card onto an empty plate. “That’s another piece of evidence Marsh’s offer is genuine.”

He’d been tempted to ditch the card as soon as he and Sammy cleared the elf’s line of sight, but instead he decided analyzing it for any hostile magic was the better, more informative approach.

“So, what now?” Sammy asked.

“Now,” Clarke replied, “we discuss how to meet with Marsh while exposing ourselves as little as possible. Ashley, you head back first. Sammy and I are going to stall our departure with dessert.”

“Nice!” Sammy raised a jubilant fist. “Cloaks and daggers are the best!”

Clarke chuckled and shook his head.

“And after you do depart?” Ashley asked.

“We’ll make for the parking deck. Assuming we’re confident no one’s watching us, we’ll head back to the mansion after that.”

“Understood. I’ll let Emma and Ixia know to expect your delayed return, and I’ll brief them on this latest development. Call if you run into trouble.”
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They didn’t run into trouble.

“Fancy bumping into the head librarian down there,” Emma said once they’d all gathered back around the mansion’s kitchen table.

“We should have guessed something like this could happen.” Clarke glanced around the table. “There’s not much else of arcane interest around the university. With our two groups investigating the same mystery, we were bound to bump into them eventually. Plus, it seems they’ve made more progress than we have in a short period of time. Might as well see where this goes.”

“Do you intend to meet with her?” Ixia asked.

“I do, and I need to be there personally,” Clarke said. “I’m the leader of Broken Fang, so I need to be involved in any potential alliance. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to waltz into this without a plan. There are still too many unknowns for my comfort.”

“I should go with you,” Sammy said. “Marsh knows a slime is involved. My presence won’t tell her anything new, and I can mask my identity easily enough. Plus, if the meeting goes south, it’ll be two versus one.”

“Good point. Okay, Sammy. You’re in.”

“What about the location?” Emma asked. “We want to ensure we have a home field advantage without giving too much away. That means the mansion is out.”

“We could use the old steel mill,” Ashley suggested. “That place has served us well in the past, but with access to the mansion’s facilities, we can afford to abandon it if needed.”

“Using the steel mill has other advantages,” Ixia said. “The location’s isolated, and there’re a lot of dense forests nearby. That’s good cover if you need to make a quick exit. Add in one of my magical smoke grenades, and you’ve got the advantage against any pursuer.”

“Do we really think it’ll come to that?” Brooke asked. “Seems like Marsh has been awfully forthcoming about her activities on campus.”

“She has,” Clarke agreed. “I hope all this caution turns out to be unnecessary, but until we know for certain where Marsh, Faraday, and Shimoda stand, we’ll continue to treat them as a potential threat.”

“There’s another advantage we could leverage with the steel mill,” Ashley said. “The remains of the magic circle we used to crack Heinrich’s grimoire. Clarke, we can adapt the circle to give you the upper hand with Marsh. Even if she’s not a threat, she may prove to be disingenuous in other ways. Luring her onto a circle with the right spells could help you there.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“I believe a combination of Truth and Reveal would be the best option.”

“Yes!” Emma’s eyes lit up. “We could craft it so she’s compelled to answer his questions truthfully.”

“I doubt it’ll be that easy.” Ixia frowned. “If Marsh detects the circle before it fires off, she may be able to counter it. And even if she doesn’t, she’s going to realize something’s up real fast once she starts spouting information we’re not supposed to hear. You’ll get one, maybe two questions out of her before she’s on to you.”

“Wouldn’t this tick her off as well?” Brooke asked. “I know I wouldn’t like being compelled to spill my secrets. If we’re looking at them as potential allies, this is a step in the wrong direction.”

The ladies faced Clarke, once again looking to him to make an executive decision.

“We’ll use the circle,” he stated, his voice clear and confident. “Of the risks we’re considering, I’d rather deal with an insulted elf than being blindsided by something far worse.”

“It’s your call.” Brooke’s ears drooped with worry. “But if you’re that concerned about what could go wrong, why just take Sammy? Wouldn’t it be better if all of us were there?”

“The fewer people we expose,” Emma said, “the safer the team is. Unlike the Greys or the Norths or any other groups around here, this trio is a true mystery. We have zero outside information. Clarke’s choice is a sensible one, especially given it’ll be easier for two people to slip away if something goes wrong.”

“I get that.” Brooke’s ears flattened this time. “But this isn’t any other member of the team. We’re talking about Clarke here. There isn’t a Broken Fang without him.”

“I appreciate your concern.” Clarke rose and rounded the table. “It’s encouraging to hear you and the others talk about me like that.”

He rested a hand on Brooke’s shoulder, and her ears perked up immediately. She smiled at him and placed a hand atop his, giving it a squeeze.

“You’re the right choice to lead this team,” Emma said warmly. “We all know it.”

“Then I’ll do my best to live up to your expectations. Ashley, how much time do you need to prep the circle?”

“A few days. If Emma or Ixia lend a hand, we could have it ready by Wednesday.”

“I’m available to help,” Emma said.

“Me, too,” Ixia added.

“Good. Let’s shoot for Wednesday.” Clarke planted his hands on his hips. “Now we just need to let Marsh know.”

“About that.” Ixia lifted the backpack beside her chair. She unzipped the top. “There’s one extra precaution we can take.”

“And what’s that?”

Ixia tipped the bag over and spilled out a dozen flip phones.

“Using a burner phone to hide your ID.” She sifted through the collection and offered a phone to Clarke. “Red is definitely your color. Don’t you agree?”

[image: ]


“Hello?” Marsh asked over the phone. “Who is this?”

“An acquaintance of the fake Alfred Divverson,” Clarke said. “I’m calling to set up a meeting with you.”

“My, aren’t you the cagey type! Still sticking to Alfred’s voice, I see.”

“Can’t be too careful.”

“Then I’ll just have to work harder to earn your trust. When and where are we meeting?”

“Wednesday evening. You’ll be contacted again with the precise time and location. You’re to come alone or not at all. Any deviation from our instructions will be interpreted as hostile intent. Understood?”

“Perfectly. Will your leader be there?”

“Someone will be present with the authority to negotiate with you.”

“That’s it?” Her voice carried a hint of irritation. “I was expecting a little more outreach given what I’ve already provided.”

“We’re not going to rush this.”

“Hmm.” Her tone became more resigned. “Very well. I suppose that’s the best I can hope for at this stage.”

“It is.”

“In that case, I’ll wait for you to contact me Wednesday. I look forward to starting a dialogue with this representative.”
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Tuesday came and went with little fanfare. Broken Fang kept their collective eyes on the three women—Clarke in Shimoda’s class, Brooke during training at the stadium, and a disguised Sammy in the library. Ashley contributed the occasional Scry spell but focused most of her attention on reconfiguring the magic circle. Emma skipped class, and Ixia joined both of them at the old mill, which had served their organization well in the past as a meeting place and base of operations.

No one spotted any unusual activity amongst the mysterious demihumans. All three women maintained their academic facades throughout the day, and the bulk of Wednesday passed with a similar lack of excitement.

Clarke drove out to the abandoned mill that evening, winding through backroads on a black-and-green Kawasaki Ninja with Sammy seated on the tail, her arms wrapped around him. They didn’t head straight for the mill, but instead stopped at a pre-scouted point along a parallel road. They rolled the bike into the woods far enough to conceal it from the road’s sparse traffic.

Sammy left her helmet and biking leathers with the bike, leaving her with only a black bra and panties. She let her skin revert to its natural pink. Her hair turned fiery red, and her eyes transformed into bright swirls. Clarke brought his helmet along, which Ixia had enchanted with a Clarity spell to enhance his situational awareness while wearing it.

“Aren’t you cold like that?” Clarke asked, clad in a fleece-lined coat and sturdy jeans. His revolver and the smoke grenade were hidden inside the coat.

“Nah.” Sammy grabbed her own gun and stuffed it into her chest. “I ratcheted up my metabolism. If I push myself, it could be twenty below, and I’d be fine prancing around naked.”

“You speaking from experience?” he asked with a quirky smile.

“Maybe.” She winked at him.

The two crossed the forest, hiked up and down a rolling hill, then caught sight of the mill’s corroded bones. The main building was all rusted sheet metal and broken windows while covered walkways joined it with silos and smaller structures. Vines creeped up its reddened walls, but other than those plants, the back looked very much like the front.

They headed inside through an open panel in the sheet metal wall.

The expansive concrete floor was shot with cracks and blades of grass but was otherwise cleared of debris. Broken machinery, overturned carts, and miscellaneous metallic junk lined two of the outer walls, and several walkways crisscrossed overhead.

Clarke set his helmet down and met Ashley in the center of the room.

“This is some fine work,” he said, looking around. “I can’t detect a trace of the circle.”

“The core spell wasn’t hard to craft,” Ashley replied, “especially with Emma and Ixia helping out. Concealing it was the hard part, but I’m satisfied with the results. The resulting layered magic is highly unstable and will deteriorate rapidly, but we only need it to function for a short time.”

“How do we use it on Marsh?”

“She will need to cross the circle.” Ashley guided them to the center of where he remembered the circle being drawn. “Roughly here, though there’s some margin for error. I’ve tuned the spell to her aura; it’ll trigger automatically when she approaches. The epicenter covers a space roughly five yards in diameter, but the closer to the center you get her, the stronger the impact.”

“Got it.” Clarke picked up a chip of concrete shaped like an arrowhead and handed it to Ashley. “We’ll use this as a visual marker. Place it in the exact center of the circle.”

“Right here.” Ashley set the concrete chip on the ground. “Be warned, Marsh may detect the spell when it triggers, even if she missed the circle, and it’ll be possible for her to resist its effects. In a way, we’re fortunate Marsh is the one coming. If it was Faraday, we’d have her draconic resistances to contend with.”

“Harder to use magic to make her tell the truth?”

“I doubt it would work at all.” Ashley crossed her arms under her breasts and surveyed her invisible work. “Dragonkin have a lot of innate abilities that both protect them from magic and enhance their own spells. By comparison, a shifter elf is a softer target.”

“Then we’ll have to make the most of this opportunity.”

“I’ve also refreshed and reinforced the Wards protecting the mill. Should keep prying eyes away from your meeting.”

“Sounds good. Anything else for me and Sammy before you leave?”

“Just this.” She leaned in and planted a tender kiss on his cheek. “Good luck. To the both of you. Be safe.”

“We will. Thanks, Ashley.”

The angel let a faint smile slip, then turned and headed out, her high heels clicking across the floor. Clarke heard a car door close, followed by the crunch of loose asphalt under retreating treads.

“And now we wait.” Clarke turned a bucket upside-down and sat on it.

“Hey, Clarke.” Sammy crouched next to him. “Got a question for you.”

“Shoot.”

“You ever think you and Ash will … you know?”

“Take our relationship to the next step?”

“I was going to say ‘initiate aggressive horizontal cuddling,’ but sure. ‘Next step’ works, too.”

“Honestly, I don’t know.” Clarke gazed at the gap in the wall that led to the parking lot, overgrown with grass and saplings.

“She wants to. You know she does.”

“I know.”

“Worried about the hazards?”

“A little more than just worried.”

Clarke recalled the one time Ashley had kissed him full on the mouth. He’d ended up passed out on the floor.

From a kiss.

“What was smooching an angel like?” Sammy asked.

“Like flying through a tunnel constructed of light and love.”

“That’s …” Sammy scrunched her face. “What?”

“I don’t know how else to describe it. The experience was overwhelming. Like my mind lacked the bandwidth to process it all.” Clarke patted Sammy’s arm. “We’ll keep things platonic, for now. It’s safer that way.”

“You say that, but you and I found a way to make it work. I bet you’ll do the same with her.”

“Maybe.”

“And if that happens?”

Clarke shrugged. “Then Ashley and I will revisit our relationship.”

“Here hoping for you two.” Sammy patted his shoulder and rose.

“Thanks.”

He received a text on his burner phone exactly thirty minutes after Ashley left. The caller ID was from one of their other burner phones.

Everyone’s back home, the text read. Final checks performed. No suspicious activity to report.

Understood, he texted back. We’re proceeding as planned.

He handed the phone to Sammy. She cleared her throat until her voice sounded like Divverson then placed the call.

“Is this who I think it is?” Natalie Marsh asked.

“It is,” Sammy replied in Divverson’s voice. “Here are your instructions …”
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Marsh drove up to the steel mill in a silver Mazda3 sedan, alone as far as Clarke and Sammy could tell. Ashley, safely back at the mansion with the others, was Scrying the meeting and would call if she detected anything unusual.

Clarke suspected Marsh or one of her companions had inspected the mill with their own Scrying spells. It simply made too much sense for them not to, but if they’d tried, their magic hadn’t been strong enough to trigger any of Ashley’s enhanced Wards.

Just a bit of polite prodding from either side, Clarke thought. Of course, we’re about to step wa-a-ay outside the realm of polite.

Marsh crossed the parking lot, surefooted in her high heels. She stopped at the threshold, dressed in a cream blouse and sandy brown pencil skirt. Clarke stood with Sammy on the opposite side of the factory floor, motorcycle helmet on with the reflective visor down. Sammy remained in her natural pink, but she’d elongated her limbs for a taller, leggier appearance, and she’d tweaked the shape of her face with higher cheekbones and a larger nose.

Marsh pushed her glasses up and clicked her tongue with a tut-tut.

“A motorcycle helmet?” The elf’s voice carried across the factory. “Really?”

Clarke could hear her clearly thanks to the helmet’s Clarity spell.

“You alone?” Sammy asked.

“I am. I’ve followed your instructions to the letter.” Marsh took in her surroundings. “It just the two of you?”

“Just.”

“How do you want to play this? We going to stand at opposite ends and shout at each other?”

Sammy glanced at Clarke, who waved Marsh forward.

“You may approach,” he said.

The elf’s pointed ears twitched, and Clarke wondered if she recognized his voice. She’d heard him speak that first time at the library, and his vocal cords lacked the Conceal spell from when he and Sammy impersonated Divverson.

Too late now, he thought.

Marsh crossed half the floor, her heels clicking next to the concrete chip Ashley had planted to mark the circle’s center.

“Stop.” Clarke held up a hand. “That’s close enough.”

The elf spread her open hands with a friendly—if somewhat weary—grin.

“If that’s what you want.” She placed a hand on her hip. “I must say, I expected the slime, but you? Not sure what to make of you yet. A warlock, maybe?”

Time to see if the spells worked, Clarke thought.

“Why have you come to Chester Creek University?”

“My colleagues and I know at least two powerful vampires were drawn to this region. That, by itself, makes this area noteworthy. Upon investigating, we discovered the doors hidden beneath the church and cemetery. Naturally, that’s where we’ve focused our attention.”

Marsh creased her brow, as if she hadn’t quite heard her own words correctly.

Clarke frowned. Her answer told him almost nothing new besides her knowledge of Heinrich and Olcott.

She realizes something’s up, he thought, even if she doesn’t know what is wrong. I may only get one more question. Need to make it count.

“What’s the other reason for your presence on campus?”

Marsh pursed her lips on the cusp of words, but hesitated, brow creasing even further. She drew in a breath and began to speak:

“We’re searching for the people who killed those vampires.”

“And?” Clarke pressed sharply. “Then what?”

“And …” Marsh swallowed, her face a perplexed, uncomfortable mask. “And … and then we’ll kill them.”

An anxious knot formed in Clarke’s stomach.

Marsh let out a sharp, relieved exhale and bent forward, a hand against her chest. She took a few steadying breaths, but then her eyes shot wide, and she looked up.

“Oh, you clever rats.” Marsh glared at them, then at the floor. “A Truth spell? And so delicately Concealed. Seems I’ve underestimated you.”

“Yeah, sucks to be you.” Clarke snapped out his thirstblade and red energy cracked across his body. “So, you’re here to kill us? I’d like to see you try.”

“A blood knight? You?” Marsh laughed. “Oh, this day keeps getting better and better!”

A magic circle blazed around her feet, spreading outward in concentric rings threaded with glowing depictions of thorned branches. The expanding circle stripped Ashley’s spell off the floor, and glowing motes flittered outward, winking into nothingness.

“Tell me, blood knight. Have you ever faced⁠—”

“Enough!” Clarke cut through the air, and his Scarlet Slash ripped diagonally through the elf. She staggered back, and a green light flashed from her left hand. Runes lit across her body, and she grabbed the arcane gash and threw it aside. It slammed into the wall—a pulsating tear in reality—and sheet metal exploded out onto the parking lot.

The air grew heavy with the magical stench of blood.

Marsh smiled at him, but the expression was now a twisted invitation full of death and malice.

“I hope you can do better than that.”

“Challenge accepted!” Sammy drew the revolver inside her chest and emptied six shots into the elf. Every bullet swerved aside to thunk into concrete and ring against metal.

“You sad, simple fools.”

The magic around Marsh intensified, and her legs blurred, segregating. Her skirt tore open, and she grew taller atop eight legs that spread and hinged to either side, supporting her upper body like⁠—

Like a fucking spider!

Her humanoid half ended below the belly button, transitioning to pale, translucent chitin across the thorax, offering veiled glimpses of her inner organs. A bloated oval abdomen formed behind that, and she stamped out the sharp points of her hairless legs.

Marsh ripped her blouse off and sent buttons flying. She flung the tattered garment aside, and her eyes became twin pools of yellow light. She summoned an obsidian bow into her hands, and a loaded quiver materialized across her back.

“Oh, this is some Dark Souls bullshit right here!” Sammy raised her fists like a boxer. “Hey, Clarke? Should we put ‘Quelaag’ on her tombstone?”

“I’m an arachne, you twit!”

“I don’t care what you are.” Clarke pointed his sword at the monstrous woman. “We don’t have time for the delusions of thralls.”

Marsh laughed at him.

“What’s so funny?” he demanded.

“You think I’m a thrall?” Marsh placed a hand against her bare chest. “Oh, that’s rich!”

“Try to hide it all you want. That weapon you’re holding is made of vampiric obsidian. A gift from your master?”

“One of many, but I am no thrall. My master is my groom, and I serve him willingly.” Marsh raised her left hand, where an obsidian band glinted on her ring finger. She brushed the side of her neck with a light, tender caress.

Clarke’s eyes widened at the scars now visible on her neck, each a pair of narrow stab wounds, all layered on top of each other to form a thick clump of scar tissue.

“He feeds on you?” he spat, repulsed by the implications.

“You wouldn’t understand.” She touched the scar again and shivered as if on the edge of an orgasm. “To receive my master’s kiss, I would do anything, no matter how violent or debauched. His love is all that matters to me.” She lowered her gaze, eyes narrowing. “Just imagine the affection I’ll receive when I offer him your head, blood knight.”

“You want my head? Well, here I am!” Clarke gripped his sword with both hands. “Come and get it!”


Eleven


“Get in line!” Sammy enlarged her fists into pink mallets. “The only one who’s giving anyone head is me!” She pointed a mallet at Clarke. “To him!”

Clarke raised an eyebrow at Sammy.

“Seriously?” Marsh lowered her bow’s aim. “That’s the best you could up with? A lame sex joke?”

“It sounded wittier in my head!” Sammy shouted back.

“Do you have any idea how many people I’ve killed?” Marsh drew a black, glassy arrow from her quiver. “How many quippy one-liners I’ve had to endure? You’d hardly rank a footnote in the annals of my career.”

A flash of movement caught Clarke’s eye, and he looked up through the broken skylight.

“Oh, yeah?” Sammy lowered her stance. “You want to know the worst part?”

“What’s that?”

“Sammy?” Clarke called out urgently. “Above⁠—”

“That lame one-liner is how it ends!” Sammy exploded forward, huge fist pulled back, arms compacting with pent-up energy.

Marsh grinned knowingly and skittered away.

A huge mass of chitin, legs, and mandibles dropped through the skylight, falling straight toward Sammy.

Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, and scarlet chains ensnared the giant spider midair. He tugged on unseen cords, and the chains slammed the hideous creature into the ground with a wet crunch. The giant spider let out a horrific, pained skreee!

Clarke chopped its head off with a single stroke.

Marsh’s grin vanished, and she loosed her arrow. The projectile struck Sammy in the chest and plooped out her back. Green energy roiled through the slime girl’s body. Her outline lost cohesion, and she splashed to the ground like so much pink punch. Her momentum carried her forward across the floor in a pink wave that left wet undergarments in its wake, and that wave rose, reconstituting into a running humanoid.

“That hurt!” Sammy smashed a fist into one of Marsh’s legs, and chitin cracked.

“Little shit!” The arachne stabbed two legs through Sammy, and green energy snapped down the limbs to shock the slime girl. Sammy juddered, impaled on the spider legs, and then a final green flash blew her back. She hit the ground on her butt.

“Oh, I’m going to make you pay for that one.” Sammy pushed herself off the floor, smoke rising from her slime.

“Sammy, watch out!” Clarke shouted. “That wasn’t the only spider! Regroup on me!”

“Got it!”

Another giant spider crashed through the wall behind them, and two more dropped from the ceiling. Marsh nocked a second arrow and aimed at Sammy.

“No, you don’t!” Clarke hit the arachne with Blood Boil.

“Gah!” Marsh convulsed, and the arrow shot from her bow. It whisked over Sammy’s head. The shaft embedded itself in sheet metal, and green lightning crackled, blasting the wall to pieces.

“Quelaag’s got some funky arrows!” Sammy shouted. “They sting like you wouldn’t believe!”

“Worry about the spiders first. Follow my lead!”

Three giant spiders converged on them, and more poured in from all directions. They chittered, legs clacking across metal and concrete, mandibles dribbling with saliva. The air thickened with the heat of their bodies and the musk of their chitinous hides.

Clarke tapped the essence of his very life, fed that essence into his magical engine⁠—

—and burned it.

Blood transformed into mana, and he cast Wide Blood Freeze. The spiders slowed, and even Marsh flinched in pain, one eye twitching.

Clarke rushed forward, and Sammy followed, watching his back as he knew she would.

His swings and footwork weren’t fancy or elegant, but they were practiced—honed from battles won and lessons learned—and his blade ripped through flesh like a soldering iron through butter. Limbs flew. Spiders screeched. Foul ooze bled across the floor, and Clarke became a deadly whirlwind of blade and magic.

His thirstblade Drained his foes, replenishing his reserves, and he spent it immediately on Blood Boil enhanced with Boost. The spider in front of him collapsed, blood weeping from its eight eyes. Sammy punched its head flat for good measure.

An arrow struck Clarke’s shoulder, and his shield flashed, sending the projectile cartwheeling over his head. He caught sight of Marsh nocking another arrow and cast Sanguine Prison. Scarlet chains looped around her arms and legs—and pulled—dropping her to the ground. She snarled, struggling against the restraints.

Clarke held the spell, even as he felt her breaking through, aware of the magic in some distant corner of his mind. His vision was a thicket of snapping mandibles and stabbing legs, and he cleaved a path through, hacking and slashing and killing with abandon. Sammy followed him every step of the way, never far from his side. She wielded her enlarged fists like the deadly weapons they were, and chitin cracked with her every swing.

Their foes were many, but they weren’t infinite, and every fallen spider was just more life force to fuel Clarke’s magic. His blade drank in the essence of his dead foes, and his magic and attacks added to their numbers.

Clarke chopped through the neck of one final spider and swept his gaze across their handiwork. Broken thoraxes, twitching legs, and a spatter of yellow fluid covered every inch of the factory floor. He turned, thirstblade held in a firm two-handed grip, the blade pulsating with an unquenchable lust for the blood of his enemies.

Marsh shattered her scarlet restraints with a strained shout, then glared at the pair.

“It seems I need to take you more seriously.”

Clarke and Sammy advanced on the arachne, and she backed up to the outer wall.

Marsh raised her left fist. The obsidian band glinted green, and a magic circle blazed around her many legs. Runes glowed across the multitude of spider corpses, and their flesh turned into a gaseous green energy that gathered before the arachne woman. That energy whirled and rippled until it coalesced into a huge red spider, its spherical thorax striped with yellow bands that tapered at the ends.

“A giant-er spider?” Clarke taunted. “This all you got, Marsh?”

“Not. Quite.” The woman’s voice was cold and clipped, bled dry of her earlier confidence. She pointed a finger at Sammy.

The massive red spider drew in a breath, held it for a brief second, then expelled a bright jet of flame.

Sammy’s eyes widened in terror, and thoughts rushed through Clarke’s mind. Sammy’s nature made her far more flammable than most, and he sprang into action. He tackled her from the side, carrying her clear of the spider’s flamethrower. Red lightning snapped across his shield, and heat scorched the back of his neck. The pair hit the ground on their sides, and Sammy flattened under his weight.

The spider stomped forward and inhaled once more.

“Fire!” Sammy cried, scrambling back from the threat. “Fire!”

“Stay clear, Sammy! Go for Marsh! I’ll handle this!”

Clarke rose and faced the spider. It vomited a jet of flames that widened into a burning wall, but he charged through it, shield flickering. He carved through the spider’s face, and two eyes burst. Yellow fluid dribbled down its twitching mandibles.

The creature stalked forward, and Clarke hit it with Blood Freeze. Its advance barely stuttered, and it inhaled once more. Clarke began to wheel around to its left, but an arrow whisked through the air. Its shaft crumpled against his chest, and fragments scattered, transforming into white, sticky cords. They landed on both arms, a cheek, several spots down one leg, and against the floor.

The tangle of webbing caused him to lose his balance. He tripped forward and landed hard on his side.

The spider loomed over him⁠—

“Aw, shit.”

—then doused him with flame.

An inferno roared around him, scorching his entire body. His head began to cook within the helmet. Red energy flickered around his body, then shattered into winking motes lost in the searing blaze.

His coat and pants caught fire, and he screamed with a mix of fury and pain, tearing free of the restraints, rising to face the heart of the blaze. He charged forward and under the spider, sword high as he carved a channel across the monster’s belly.

Its chitinous armor split open, and vile entrails spilled onto the floor. The spider shrieked, and Clarke spun in a tight circle, his blade hissing through the first joint of each righthanded leg. He ducked out as the spider toppled, then leaped on top of the monstrosity and cleaved it open from head to abdomen.

The thirstblade Drained the monster’s life, claiming it as its own, revitalizing his body as it quenched his burning wounds. His Sanguine Shield snapped back to full strength, and the fires across his clothes extinguished.

He spun to face Marsh, who Sammy had backed into a corner.

“Not so cocky now, are you?” the slime girl spat.

Clarke cast a weak version of Fly. He launched into a floating leap over the arachnid bodies and landed beside Sammy.

Marsh stabbed her legs into the ground, face twisted with a snarl. One of her legs hung limply, and fluid bled from a break in her thorax.

“Ready?” Clarke whispered.

“Ready,” Sammy whispered back.

“Now!”

They rushed in, but Marsh leaped into the air. She spun around and landed on the ceiling upside down, then skittered across, not to flee through the skylight, but to regroup. She faced them again, the black ring on her finger glowing with corpse fire.

“You have no idea what you face!” Spittle flew from Marsh’s lips. “I am bound to my master. His strength is my strength, his flesh my flesh. You face not only me, but the awesome power of an ancient pureblood!”

Green energy flashed across her body, and her broken leg snapped out, fully healed. The wound in her thorax closed, and the pain across her face subsided into a cool focus.

“I’m getting sick of that little trinket.” Sammy cracked a savage smile. “How about we take it?”

“You’re on to something. You want me to go for it?”

“No, I’ve got this. Just need an opening.”

“Then I’ll give you one. Go!”

Clarke ran forward while Sammy cut a curving path to the side. Marsh loosed an arrow, but Clarke knocked it away with his sword. He cast Fly and jumped into the air, his course leveling off until he shot straight at Marsh.

He brought the thirstblade down in a brutal arc, and the arachne woman swung the body of her bow up to meet it. Scarlet blade clashed with vampiric obsidian in a flash of green and red lightning. Marsh twirled her bow like a propeller, the top and bottom glinting with black blades.

Behind her, Sammy scampered up the wall on all fours.

Sammy only needs a few moments of distraction, Clarke thought, intent on holding the arachne’s attention. He pressed his assault recklessly, their weapons sparking with each violent clash. Marsh spun her bow in a dark blur, blocking several of his attacks, but his weapon possessed the advantage up close.

The thirstblade hissed across her stomach—a shallow wound, but one that twisted her face with mounting rage. Her ring glowed, and the wound mended. He used the opening to cleave through a spider leg, but the falling segment dissolved into green light and a replacement materialized.

She was healing faster than he could injure her!

Marsh swung the blades on her bow, and he floated back. She reached over the shoulder for her quiver, but her hand sank into pink slime. She spun, eyes wide with shock to find her hand stuck in Sammy’s chest.

“Surprise, mommy long legs!” Sammy clubbed Marsh in the head. Blood gushed out of the arachne’s mouth, and one of her yellow eyes dimmed. She dropped from the ceiling and landed on the floor in a crumpled heap of limbs, Sammy riding her thorax.

“Get off!” Marsh snarled, and the ring began to glow inside Sammy’s chest.

“Wanna see a magic trick?” Sammy flashed a sinister grin, even as green light shone through her teeth. “I learned it while watching The Thing!”

The slime around Marsh’s forearm transformed into shark teeth and gnashed through her flesh. She screamed—high and shrill and full of terror—while Sammy chewed the forearm off. It broke free with a wet, sickening snap. The severed limb sank into Sammy’s chest, and the shark teeth melted away into pink slime.

Clarke dropped down and drove his sword through the monstrous woman’s heart. Her back arched and she let out an earsplitting scream that lasted until she’d emptied her lungs. She looked down at the blade lodged in her chest, then chuckled softly. Her muscles slackened and her head drooped⁠—

—but then she grabbed Clarke’s throat with a sharp burst of speed, her eyes wide and manic. He gasped, her fingers digging into his flesh, and she brought his face close to hers, all the rage in existence burning in her eyes.

“At least I die knowing your fate,” she spat, blood dribbling down her chin. “This isn’t over. Not for you.”

Clarke ripped the sword free of her chest and then beheaded her with a single clean stroke. He tore the hand from his throat and backed away. Blood spurted from Marsh’s severed neck, and her body sagged, spider limbs splayed out, torso leaning back.

“Whew!” Sammy gave her brow a dramatic wipe despite the lack of sweat. “She was a toughie!”

“Got any good one-liners for this?”

“Hmm, let’s see …”

The slime girl took on a thoughtful air, finger tapping her chin. But then her face twisted in what might have been indigestion, and she let rip a loud, rumbling belch.

“Oh, wow! Excuse me.” She thumped her chest, and a hand-shaped silhouette bobbed inside her. “I think I’ll let this one pass. I used all my brain cells on the blowjob joke.”

Clarke cracked a smile and chuckled. The chuckle turned to laughter, and Sammy joined him with a boisterous snicker of her own.

They both stopped when the burner phone rang.
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“Go ahead,” Clarke said, placing the phone on speaker.

“Clarke, this is Emma. Ashley just Scried a massive uptick in magic near your location. Whatever or whoever it is, it’s heading your way. What’s going on over there?”

“Marsh attacked us. She’s dead, but before she snuffed it, she confessed to being in league with a vampire.”

“Then Faraday and Shimoda?”

“Part of the same group, almost guaranteed.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. But better we find out now than when the knife gets driven into our backs. Where’s the threat coming from?”

“East of you.”

Clarke faced that direction. He hurried up to the opening in the wall and gazed across the parking lot to the tree line beyond.

Nothing stood out to his eyes.

Nor did he hear any vehicles approaching.

“We fighting or running?” Sammy asked.

“A balance of both.” Clarke patted the smoke grenade in his coat. “We still have our getaway spell, and it wouldn’t hurt for us to gain a better idea what we’re up⁠—”

Magic rushed through the steel mill, stinking of blood and bile. Sheet metal rattled. Dust coughed off high rafters, and greenish light snapped across the perimeter.

“What was that?” Sammy asked.

“Gotta go, Emma!” Clarke pocketed the phone. “Long-range spell, and it reeks of vampirism. Probably a high-powered Scrying. Someone’s softening up the Wards.”

Another spell shuddered through the building, and a pane of glass fell from the ceiling, exploding into glittering bits on the floor.

“And that?”

“The same. The caster is trying to peer inside the Ward. I don’t think they know Marsh is dead, only that something is wrong.” Clarke glanced back at the dead arachne, then to the stump above her left elbow. “She said she was bound to her master, but you must have broken the connection when you bit off her hand.”

“Clarke, look!” Sammy pointed across the parking lot.

He followed her gaze to two glints cresting over the treetops, one winged and wreathed in lightning, the other pale and shrouded in mist.

Faraday and Shimoda, he thought, his jaw tightening. Flying straight in without a hint of subtlety. It’s pretty far for Scarlet Slash, but I should be able to manage.

“Let’s see if I can give these two a proper welcome.”

Clarke fed a portion of his life into his magic, summoning the strength needed to unlock his more powerful spells. He conjured the thirstblade, then drew it back, readying it for a rising strike. He gauged the distance and zeroed in on Faraday. He wasn’t sure how difficult it would be to injure Shimoda since the yuki-onna could turn incorporeal. A dragonkin’s powers and defenses—while formidable—were more familiar to him.

The magic accumulated in his body, percolating in his veins with rising tension. He narrowed his eyes, shifted one foot back, and⁠—

The ground before him exploded with a clap of thunder. The force of the blast hurled him back, and his shield shimmered into a vibrant outline around his body. He hit the ground and rolled over twice, ending up on his stomach.

“Hell,” he groaned, pushing off the ground. “These ladies mean business.”

A huge spear of ice stabbed through the ceiling, and another bolt of lightning struck the outer wall. Metal turned orange before bursting apart, and more ice spears ripped through rusted sheets, exploding into icy shrapnel on impact.

“Clarke?” Sammy shouted over the magical chaos. “We have overstayed our welcome!”

“I know! Get next to me!”

Wind roared through the broken remains of the front wall, and a cold, lashing rain pelted his body, stinging his shield with each drop. The wind tore another piece of sheet metal loose, and it flew back across the factory. Two lightning bolts stabbed at either side of the gap, and another explosion blasted the opening wider.

Their demihuman foes landed in the parking lot.

Faraday shook out her bronze wings, the webbing mottled with patches of blue. Scales rose up her neck, covered the backs of her hands, and her fingers ended in long metallic nails. She wore a modern-looking armored vest and carried a two-headed obsidian axe. Her eyes shone like burnished metal with black vertical slits.

Shimoda hovered a few inches off the ground, her bare feet vanishing into translucent haze. Her long black hair flowed freely about her pale face, giving the impression of being caught in a slow-motion breeze. A gown of mist shrouded her otherwise naked body, and she glared at them with hate in her pure white eyes.

Lightning scintillated down Faraday’s arm, and Shimoda gathered icy particles above a raised palm.

Clarke retrieved the smoke grenade from his coat, and the two women stopped, perhaps unsure what kind of threat the device posed.

Clarke yanked out the pin and dropped the grenade at his feet. Red smoke plumed from the top, billowing out to engulf him and Sammy. A magical sensation tingled across his body, and his outline faded.

“Here!” Clarke held his arms open, and Sammy leaped into them. He cast Fly and together they shot through the skylight.


Hunter Interlude 1


The sun had set by the time Deviant Hunter Dorian Alant reached the steel mill. He climbed out of the black Mercedes-Benz GLB-class SUV and closed the door, his face a calm mask devoid of expression. His long, black coat billowed about his ankles as he strode to the shattered structure. Faraday and Shimoda both stood to one side of the gaping hole, tense with their gazes cast low.

Dorian didn’t fear the sun. Yes, its light could disrupt his magic to a degree; all vampires were more vulnerable during the day because of this effect, and most stayed indoors whenever possible.

He wasn’t one of them. Some of his targets had believed themselves safe during the day, and he’d proven them wrong. Fatally so, in every case. He kept the sun’s position in mind as he pursued his targets, but he didn’t let it dominate his decision-making. The sun was merely one of many factors he considered when optimizing how best to achieve his goal.

But the current situation was far from optimal, and the sun had played a small but crucial factor.

Dorian stopped at the threshold and regarded the body of his fallen bride. His dark features showed only the faintest hint of grief. He stepped through the rubble around her broken form, and the other brides followed him in.

He stopped before Natalie Marsh’s body: broken, skewered, and beheaded. He rolled one of the rings on his left hand idly, sensed the cold emptiness that occupied the connection he’d once held to the arachne. His mind ventured through memories of missions past, so many of them violent crossroads between life and death.

This was far from his first bride to fall in battle, and to a certain degree he’d grown accustomed to losing them. They were only mortal, after all, and would die eventually. Better to pass this way, upright and weapon in hand, than to wither slowly from old age. He’d seen that too, far too many times, and despised that form of death most of all.

His pureblood longevity colored his attachments, and that was one of the reasons they were brides and not wives. They were transitory parts of his life, on the cusp of becoming more but never quite achieving that goal.

In contrast, his commitment to the Academy of Silence, and the peace it enforced, was forever.

Dorian inhaled a slow, heady breath. The sweet aroma of so much blood sent a pleasurable thrill down his spine, but he pushed the sensation aside and focused on the magical residue that permeated the battlefield.

“You’re right,” he said, his voice deep and low. “A blood knight was here. A young one. Male. Still weak.” He closed his eyes. “You sure there was only the slime with him?”

“Yes, my love.” Faraday kept her head down.

“And yet I detect the faintest hints of other magic. Seems he’s absorbed some measure of power from his other allies.”

“Our deepest apologies, my love. We didn’t expect such a troublesome foe. Natalie believed it wisest to proceed alone, in order to better infiltrate the group, and so we hung back and …”

“It is what it is.” Dorian waved the issue aside without turning. “Natalie died as she lived, in service to a higher purpose. We will honor her by killing this blood knight, along with anyone and everyone allied to him.”

“That we will, my love.” Faraday raised her eyes. “I promise you this.”

“Do we have any idea what led to such”—Dorian made a sweeping gesture—“carnage?”

“We uncovered the remnants of a Truth spell. She may have been compelled to reveal some aspect of our operation.”

Dorian breathed in deeply, enjoying the scent of blood in the air. He walked a slow circle around the arachne’s body.

“Neither of you got a good look at her killers?”

“No, my love. The blood knight wore a helmet and the slime was, well, a slime.”

“Of course.”

“We would have pursued them, but they vanished after dropping that smoke grenade.”

“Enchanted smoke?”

“We believe so.”

“Then we will pick their spells apart, one particle of mana at a time. If there’s a trail to be found, we will find it and we will follow it. Tonight.”

“Yes, my love.” Faraday inclined her neck once more.

“Should we contact the Academy?” Shimoda asked, her voice as cold and harsh as the mist wrapped around her nakedness. “They’ll want to know another blood knight has emerged.”

“I’m sure they would.” Dorian stopped with the corpse between him and the two brides. “But we’ll keep this to ourselves.”

“My love?”

“We’ll deal with this blood knight on our own.” He looked up at them. “And when we defeat him, I will feed on his power and take it as my own.”

Shimoda’s frosted eyes widened.

“An excellent idea, my love.” Faraday let a cruel smile slip. “The essence of his magic will surely invigorate you.”

“We’ll take him alive if we can. If not, then I’ll be content with draining his corpse. We’ll break his body as he broke Natalie’s.”

“What of his allies?” Shimoda asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Do you wish to feed on them as well?”

“If the opportunity presents itself.” Dorian’s face twisted in disgust. “Except for the slime. We’ll burn that one alive.”

“Naturally.” Shimoda chuckled. “No point wasting your time on a bloodless freak like that.”

“And speaking of waste”—Faraday draped an arm around Shimoda’s bare shoulders—“do you need to recover your strength, my love?”

“Not at present. The sun limited what I could grant Natalie through the bond. What I’ve lost is but a drop.”

“Still, surely you could use some … refreshing?” Faraday ran a hand down Shimoda’s chest and twined one leg between the yuki-onna’s. Both of their eyes twinkled with lust for their master’s kiss.

Dorian glanced at Natalie’s corpse once more. Her head had been chopped off and her heart pierced, but not all of her blood had drained away. What remained would still hold some of the magic he’d imparted to her through the bond.

“I’ll retrieve what I can from Natalie first.” He granted the brides a faint, almost imperceptible smile. “After that, we’ll see.”

Dorian knelt beside the arachne’s corpse, took hold of her remaining hand, and sank his fangs into the wrist. He drank deeply, and the blood’s lingering magic warmed his chest.

“Watch him, Megumi,” Faraday whispered to her fellow bride. “Our master is granting Natalie one final kiss. Isn’t it beautiful?”

“It is,” the yuki-onna replied breathlessly, then licked her pale, bluish lips.

“Don’t you want him to do the same to us one day?”

“I do.”

Faraday’s hand traced down Shimoda’s belly, then slipped between her legs.

“So do I,” the dragonkin replied. “Let me taste you before our master does.”

Faraday turned Shimoda’s head with a gentle metallic nail against her cheek. The yuki-onna closed her eyes, parted her pale lips, and Faraday kissed her full on the mouth.


Twelve


Clarke flew over the treetops with Sammy in his arms. They were indistinct blurs thanks to the Invisibility spell, so he couldn’t make out her face, but he could feel the worry in her arms, wrapped tightly around him with hands clasped behind his back.

“Do you see anything following us?” he shouted over the roar of the wind.

The blurred figure in his arms shifted.

“Nothing!” Sammy shouted back. “Looks clear!”

“Keep an eye out!”

They reached the hidden motorbike and landed beside it, the Invisibility spell fizzling as soon as their feet touched the ground. They pulled the bike back onto the road, and Clarke climbed on. Sammy donned her biking leathers, then slid in behind him. She gripped him tight, and they took off down the road.

But not in the direction of the mansion.

“We’re not going home?” Sammy asked.

“Not yet. Not until we know it’s safe. First step is to put some distance between us and the mill.”

They stopped at a rundown Spinx gas station at an intersection in the middle of nowhere. Sammy, back in her human appearance, topped off the tank while Clarke placed a call. He had to dial the number three times before she answered.

“Who are you, and where did you get this number?” Hepatica demanded after the third try.

“Lady Grey, this is Clarke.”

“Clarke?” The witch’s tone changed instantly. “My apologies. I didn’t recognize the caller ID. I thought you were a scam.”

“It’s all right. I’m on one of Ixia’s burner phones.”

“I see. The girl does believe in preparedness. Well, I assume you called for a reason. What can I do for you today?”

“Sammy and I ran into some serious troublemakers. We believe we’ve made a clean getaway, but we don’t want to head back to the mansion until we’re sure we weren’t followed. Know of any places we can crash for the night?”

“Where are you right now?”

“Northwest of the old steel mill. About ten-ish miles.”

“Give me a moment to pull up a map. I’m not terribly familiar with that area.”

Clarke shifted from one foot to the other and waited, glad Hepatica hadn’t hit him with a million questions. She’d gone straight to seeing how best she could help.

Which didn’t surprise him. She was the practical sort, after all.

The phone’s speaker rustled.

“All right, Clarke. Got a map pulled up. And, yes, I do believe I know a safe house you can use. Ever hear of the Weeping Stone clan?”

“Once or twice. Ixia mentioned them to me in passing. They’re wizards, if I recall correctly.”

“That they are, and staunch allies of the Ashen Flowers, too. I’ll text you the directions to their loremaster’s home. They’ll put you up for the night, though no more than that, so don’t impose on their hospitality.”

“Understood. We shouldn’t have to. Either things’ll blow over or … we’ll think of something.”

“When you arrive, ask for Nicholas Rogers and tell him ‘Even a Grey must weep sometimes.’ Those exact words. That’ll let him know I sent you.”

“‘Even a Grey must weep sometimes.’ Got it.”

“You need anything else from me?”

“Not right now. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Good luck, Clarke. And I appreciate how you’re not leading trouble back to my daughter.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“I know. Take care of yourselves out there.”
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Clarke gave Emma a call and filled her in on their plans. As soon as the call ended, he and Sammy drove away from the gas station. They followed Hepatica’s instructions through winding sideroads until they came to a ranch house even closer to the “middle of nowhere” than the gas station. The quaint home possessed a rustic, welcoming air with clean brick walls and smoke rising from its single stack. The smoke was a boring gray rather than purple or blue or shot with sparks of arcane energy.

Clarke couldn’t help but feel a mild pang of disappointment, though the palpable aura of orderly, overlapping magics made up for it.

The property appeared to be part of an old farm, with a barbed wire fence encircling a field of tall grass and trees. A pristine white barn sat on a nearby hill, the path between it and the ranch home paved with flagstones.

Clarke wondered what sort of secrets a clan of wizards could hide in a barn that size.

Best not to ask, he thought, approaching the front door.

He pressed the doorbell and waited with his helmet slung under an arm. Sammy stood beside him, rocking back and forth on her heels.

The door opened soundlessly on well-oiled hinges, and a young man stepped forward, perhaps sixteen or seventeen years old, wearing a tired frown. He was tall and frightfully thin, as if someone had taken a better proportioned individual and stretched him an extra two feet. His T-shirt and sweatpants hung limply on a skeletal frame with slumped shoulders, and a mop of brown hair sagged over his face. About the only thing wizard-like about him was the pair of circular Harry Potter glasses, though Clarke doubted there was a lightning scar underneath his greasy hair.

“Yes?” asked the young man in a bored voice.

“I’m here to see Nicholas Rogers,” Clarke replied, his tone polite and respectful. “Is he in?”

“One minute.”

The teenager turned and opened his mouth. An invisible current of magic scintillated through the air, thick with the roar of an unseen crowd. He took a deep breath.

“HEY, DAD!”

The roof shook, and potted plants vibrated. A dog—a huge one somewhere back near the barn—began barking angrily. Clarke flinched from the sudden assault on his ears.

“What is it, Alaric?” replied a distant voice from inside the house.

“SOMEONE’S AT THE DOOR FOR YOU!”

Windows rattled.

“Tell them to give me a minute! And turn your voice down! You want to upset our guest? You know how he is with loud noises!”

“THEN WHY DOESN’T HE SAY SO HIMSELF?”

“I said turn it down!”

“FINE! I WILL, BUT NOT BECAUSE YOU TOLD ME TO!”

The teenager faced the door again. Clarke backed away out of reflex, but the precaution proved unnecessary, because the teenager’s voice returned to normal.

“He’ll be a minute.”

“Thank you,” Clarke said, then frowned at the closing door.

A thin man opened it a few minutes later. He wasn’t as emaciated as the teenager, but still quite slender with a head of bushy gray. His T-shirt said: You read my shirt. That’s enough social interaction for the day.

“Nicholas Rogers?” Clarke asked.

“That’s me.” He adjusted his circular glasses. “A warlock and a slime? What do the likes of you want at this hour? You here about the dire turtle?”

“No, sir. We’re …” Clarke paused and frowned again. “Dire turtle, sir?”

“You know. Waddle.”

“You have a dire turtle here named Waddle?”

“Of course I do. What kind of place do you think this is?”

“Well, sir, I really don’t⁠—”

“This about the unicorn, then?” Nicholas’ eyes darted from Clarke to Sammy and back. “Are one or both of you virgins? Otherwise, this won’t end well.”

“Excuse me?”

“It also helps if you haven’t masturbated in the past seventy-two hours.”

“Excuse me?”

“You know. To get Fornication to speak with you. Otherwise, she won’t give you the time of day.”

“Uh …” Clarke felt the conversation slipping further and further out of his control. “You have a unicorn named Fornication who only talks to virgins?”

“She picked the name, not me.”

“Sir, perhaps I should⁠—”

“If you’re not here to see the unicorn or the dire turtle, then what are you here for?”

“Sir, if you would just⁠—”

“Did Hepatica send you?”

“As a matter a fact, she⁠—”

“You in trouble?”

“Sir, if I could have a moment to explain⁠—”

“Good old Lady Grey!” Nicholas rolled his eyes. “Expects me to help any old stray at the drop of a hat. Hmph! The nerve of that witch! Perhaps I should throw you two back onto the street.” He leaned forward. “Wouldn’t that be a crying shame?”

“But, sir,” Clarke replied, seeing the opening at last. “Didn’t you know? Even a Grey must weep sometimes.”

Nicholas raised both eyebrows and adjusted his glasses. He and Clarke stared at each other for long, awkward seconds.

And then the wizard cracked a smile.

“Come inside. Let’s get you two settled in.”
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Clarke wheeled the motorcycle into the garage, and Nicholas passed them off to his son Alaric, who showed them to the guest bath and bedroom. Clarke and Sammy went through a whole roll of paper towels cleaning off the spider blood, then joined Nicholas in the living room.

The room was warm and welcoming with a long, comfy sofa and three recliners arrayed in an arc opposite the wall-mounted television. Framed pictures along the back wall showed a variety of slender, bespectacled men and women alongside mundane animals like cows, horses, and chickens. None of the pictures depicted unicorns or whatever the hell a dire turtle was.

“My buddy Vince will join us shortly.” Nicholas set two six-packs of chilled Coors Light bottles on the coffee table. “He’s outside burning the feisty out of his system.”

“The … feisty?” Clarke asked.

“It’s his thing. I don’t judge.” Nicholas stepped over to a nearby closet and pulled out a roll of clear plastic.

Sammy sank into one of the recliners.

“Not yet!” Nicholas whirled around viciously. “You wait your turn, young lady!” He shooed the slime girl back.

“Sorry!” Sammy leaped out of the seat. She backed away with her hands up. “What’d I do?”

“The chair wasn’t ready.” Nicholas unfurled the plastic tarp and draped it over the recliner. “There. Now you can sit in it.”

Sammy grimaced at the chair, now covered in the equivalent of a giant condom.

“Sir, I’ll have you know, I do not leak.”

“Can’t be too careful. The last slime who came through here oozed all over my favorite chair. Took forever to clean all the gunk off. I’m not going through that again!” The wizard surveyed the coffee table. “Snacks. We need snacks. Alaric! I told you to lay out the snack trays!”

No response came.

“Alaric! Alaric!” Nicholas sighed. “He’s probably playing Fortnite with his headphones in again. Give me a minute to sort this out.”

Nicholas left the room.

“I do not leak!” Sammy protested.

“It’s all right.” Clarke patted her on the shoulder. “I’m sure he didn’t mean anything by it.”

“Can I poke him?”

“Sammy.” He gave her a firm side eye.

“Just a little. Enough for him to spend the rest of the evening on the crapper.”

“Sammy, we’re guests here.”

“I know, but he didn’t have to make fun of me with … with this!” She gestured with both hands at the recliner.

“There’s still the risk of Faraday and Shimoda tracking us down. You want to fight them with a sick wizard by your side?”

“Uh, wizards!” Sammy flopped into the recliner and spread out her slime in what might have been a liquefied pout.

“You’ve dealt with wizards before?”

“Once, briefly. He was a jerk, too.”

“Just remember what Tolkien said: ‘Do not meddle in the affairs of wizards, for they are subtle and quick to anger.’”

“Yeah, you’re right. As usual.” Sammy let out a calming breath. “And if anyone would know, it’d be Tolkien.”

Clarke blinked in surprise. “Excuse me?”

“J.R.R. Tolkien. One of the most famous wizards of all time.”

“I … did not know that.”

“At least, that’s what Emma told me.” Sammy shrugged. “I’m still getting caught up on all this hidden lore business.”

“You and me bo⁠—”

“I DO WHAT I WANT, DAD!”

The house trembled, and a picture frame fell off the back wall.

A bright flash from down the hall seared Clarke’s retinas, and he blinked the afterimages away. Nicholas returned a minute later wearing a forced smile.

“Sorry about that. Alaric was getting a bit too uppity. Had to ground him.” The wizard sank into the voluminous sofa. “You two in some sort of vampire trouble?”

“You could say that.”

“Figured.” Nicholas cracked open a beer and took a swig. “Help yourselves, by the way.”

“Thank you, sir.” Clarke sat down next to Sammy, passed her a beer, and opened his own. “If you don’t mind me saying, sir, the possibility of vampire trouble doesn’t seem to be bothering you.”

“Oh, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried at all, but you can rest easy knowing this place is protected. You’ll be safe for tonight, at least.” Nicholas took another swig and then frowned thoughtfully. “Unless it’s a d-hunter after you, in which case you’re as good as dead.”

Sammy glared at the wizard and drained her bottle in one gulp.

A door opened somewhere along the backside of the house.

“Ah, that must be Vince.” Nicholas selected a second bottle and twisted the cap off.

A throaty, bestial rumble prompted Clarke to sit up, alert to any possible danger. Sammy looked up as well, but Nicholas remained perfectly relaxed. A heavy presence stomped through the halls, reeking of magical musk.

“Werewolf,” Clarke whispered to Sammy, who nodded.

A huge, brown-furred werewolf trudged into view, hunched over to clear the house’s low ceiling. His sleeveless flannel shirt hung open, exposing his muscular chest and bulging biceps. His Bloat’s Bullets hat featured two cutouts for his ears, both partially cocked backward.

Clarke looked up at the immense werewolf.

He’s quite a bit larger than Brooke, he thought.

The werewolf’s yellow eyes darted to him, then to Sammy, and his lips curled back in a wet, toothy snarl.

“Hey, Vince!” Nicholas offered the werewolf a beer. “How was your zooming tonight?”

“So-so.” Vince pointed a clawed finger at Clarke. “Who the hell are they?”

“We have two guests with us tonight, courtesy of Hepatica. This is Clarke, and that’s Sammy.”

“Clarke?” the werewolf blurted, all menace evaporating. His ears perked up in bright curiosity. “You wouldn’t happen to be J.B. Clarke, by any chance?”

“I am, sir. A pleasure to meet⁠—”

“Well, hot diggity dog!” The werewolf snapped his clawed fingers. “What are the odds?”

Vince morphed into his hybrid form, wolf ears peeking through his cap, tail wagging. He grabbed the beer, folded his tail around his hips, and sank into the sofa.

“You know each other?” Nicholas asked.

“Not formally.” Vince took a swig from his beer. “But I’ve heard a lot about them.” He gestured to Clarke. “Especially this kid.”

“Then I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage, sir.”

“So polite, too!” Vince chuckled. “Nick, this is the Clarke! The one I told you about!”

“Wait a second.” Nicholas regarded the visitors more critically. “You mean he’s your daughter’s alpha?”

“Yep!” Vince grinned wide enough for his fangs to show.

“Your daughter …” Clarke sat forward. “Then you’re Mr. Hawthorne?”

“Nice to meet you! Put it there!” Vince extended a hand, which Clarke shook. His grip was firm and his palm rough. The wolfman nodded to Sammy. “I’d shake your hand, too, but …”

“Yeah, yeah.” Sammy waved the matter aside. “I’m used to it.”

Vince sat back and took another sip.

“Wow, I feel like I already know you guys. Clarke, I don’t know if you realize this, but Brooke is picky about the kinds of men she hangs out with. Especially after, well …”

“The incident where she hurt her boyfriend?”

“Yeah, that. Been a bit shy around boys ever since. Or maybe ‘shy’ isn’t the right word. Cautious, then. Got to admit, I worried Brooke would never find a worthy alpha.” Vince gestured with an open palm. “But then you showed up!”

“I’m glad you approve of our relationship, sir.”

“Approve? Hell, I’d be a fool not to! I’ve never seen my daughter this happy, this content. You can’t put a price on that.”

“A witch could.” Nicholas drank from his bottle. “Covens’ll put a price on anything.”

“And don’t you feel left out either, Sammy.” Vince waved his beer at her. “Brooke values you as a true friend. You’ve been good for her. And, I hope, the opposite has been true as well.”

“It has.” Sammy smiled shyly, and her skin reddened from a mild blush.

“Clarke …” Nicholas tapped his bottle with a thoughtful finger. “I take it you know Ixia Grey.”

“I do, sir.”

“An interesting young witch. Sharp as a tack, that one. Asks the most fascinating questions. Why, just the other day, we were going back and forth about how mana generation can interact with spellcasting, even interfere with it under certain circumstances. Really had to wrack my brain to answer some of her questions. Even had to dig out my records on blood magic, of all things, if you can believe it!”

Clarke kept his expression neutral and sipped his beer.

“That’s a fascinating topic in and of itself,” Nicholas continued. “Both vampirism and blood magic. The disease and the cure, you might say.”

“We wish!” Vince exclaimed.

“True.” Nicholas gave them a little headshake. “Blood magic is all but extinct these days. But the origins of both share some curious parallels.”

“How so?” Clarke asked.

“Well, two powerful forms of magic sprang up at the same point in history, roughly a thousand years ago. Very close to one another. Suspiciously close, if you ask me, as if vampirism was the question and blood magic the answer. Plus, neither one is a species. Any human or demihuman can become a vampire or, theoretically, inherit blood magic.”

“Nick, please!” Vince slumped against the sofa. “You’re boring the kids. Get to the point already.”

“My point is both vampires and blood knights may not have emerged as some natural evolution of magic. Instead, they may have been created.”

“By whom?” Clarke asked.

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Nicholas’ eyes lit up. “If we assume both vampires and blood knights were magically engineered about a thousand years ago, who could have pulled off such a feat? And, more interestingly, why go through all that trouble? The motivation behind blood knights would be obvious, but why create vampires at all? Did mages do it? Or was this the work of some other, external factor?”

“You’re not going to ramble on about your Belphegor theory again, are you?” Vince asked wearily. “They’re just kids. Show some pity.”

“Why not? It’s a good theory.”

“It’s loony! That’s what it is!”

“Belphegor?” Clarke asked.

“Oh, now you’ve done it!” Vince laughed. “I need a second beer for this.”

“Help yourself.” Nicholas passed him another bottle. “Belphegor is a title amongst the vampire elite. ‘The Great Mother.’ It’s a ceremonial position at the highest levels of their clandestine society. We within the mage clans know very little about the position or who holds it, but I have a theory.”

“Here it comes.” Vince shook his head.

“I believe Belphegor isn’t a title at all, but an individual, and it’s been the same individual for the past thousand years. I believe the reason this woman is called ‘the Great Mother’ is because she is exactly that—the mother of all vampires.”

Vince let a raspberry rip.

Nicholas frowned at the wolfman. “Or, at least, she’s responsible for the creation of the original purebloods. Either through some arcane method or perhaps magically augmented births.”

“Then you believe this Belphegor was …” Clarke paused in thought. “Or rather is a mage.”

“One of the strongest ever to walk the Earth.”

Vince snorted.

“Vampires came from somewhere,” Nicholas protested.

“Whatever you say.” The wolfman tipped his beer back.
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The night came and went without the Rogers’ home falling under attack. That morning, Clarke called Emma and let her know they were heading out soon. The succubus put Ashley to work Scrying the path home and said they’d call if they spotted any trouble. Clarke pulled the motorcycle out of the garage, and he and Sammy hit the road, wary of any signs of suspicious activity.

They pulled into the mansion’s turnabout without any incidents and parked the bike in the garage.

Emma and Brooke rushed to embrace Clarke before he’d finished dismounting from the bike, and Ixia wasn’t far behind. Ashley hung back, smiling pleasantly at their return.

“I was so worried about you!” Emma declared, squeezing his left arm.

“We were worried!” Brooke corrected, embracing him from the right.

“Glad to see you made it back in one piece,” Ixia said. “Both of you.”

“Glad to be back,” Clarke replied.

“Hey, don’t I get a hug?”

Everyone faced Sammy, who held her arms wide.

“Well …” Brooke’s face twisted, as if the mere memory of Sammy’s toxins could make her hurl.

Sammy laughed. “I kid, I kid.”

“Actually, there is something.” Ashley approached Sammy and looked her up and down. The celestial held out an open hand and passed it across the slime girl’s torso.

“Problem?” Sammy asked.

“Not sure.” Ashley’s hand settled near the slime girl’s stomach. “Your magical aura feels different somehow. As if it’s being contorted by some outside influence.”

“That doesn’t sound good.” Clarke joined the pair. “Ashley?”

“There’s definitely something here. A magic that’s not hers. Very weak, though. Too weak to be any sort of threat, unless we’re dealing with a very sophisticated and well-hidden spell.” The angel tilted her head. “Sammy, did you, by any chance, eat something weird recently?”

Sammy and Clarke turned to each other, and realization dawned on their faces.

“The ring!” they said in unison.

Sammy cocked her head back and wiggled her hips. She rolled her neck and thrust out her chest, grimacing with effort, then swished a small object around in the back of her mouth.

“Hol’ ouh your han’,” Sammy said, keeping her mouth partially open.

Ashley sighed and did so.

“Bleh …” Sammy let the obsidian ring drop onto the angel’s hand.

Ashley grimaced and picked up the small artifact with thumb and forefinger. She held it up to the light and gazed through the loop.

“My, my.” A smile slowly crept onto her lips. “Where did you get this?”


Thirteen


Ashley stayed home with Ixia to study the ring while Clarke and the others headed for the university. The immediate threat of an attack may have passed, but they needed to maintain appearances as students. Faraday and Shimoda were still operating on campus, and any sudden absences could draw unwanted attention to Broken Fang.

Clarke was especially on guard during Shimoda’s calculus class, but the yuki-onna never showed any sign she recognized him. Brooke reported the same with Faraday, and everyone reconvened at the mansion that evening.

“We need to talk,” Ixia told him as soon as he returned, her face grim. “All of us.”

Everyone gathered in the kitchen, and Ashley placed the black ring in the center of the table.

“Here’s the bad news,” the angel began. “We’re up against a deviant hunter.”

The room fell silent, all joy and energy drained from the women around him. Clarke glanced to Ixia, who stared at the ring with cold, fearful eyes. He returned his gaze to Ashley.

“I know we’ve discussed the d-hunters in passing,” he said, “but how bad is this, really?”

“D-hunters are vampires trained and equipped to kill mages and other high-threat targets. The mere presence of one in this area is bad enough, and the fact that Broken Fang has been targeted pushes the situation from bad to catastrophic.”

“D-hunters are how vampires keep the mage clans in check.” Ixia looked up, her brow creased with worry. “We’re all in grave danger.”

“And the three women we’ve faced so far?” Clarke asked. “Two now.”

“Willing servants of the d-hunter. His brides”—Ashley tapped the black ring— “bonded to his flesh and power through these rings. And yes, we know the hunter is male because of how the bond rings work. They connect male to female. Master to slave.”

“Outie to innie,” Sammy quipped with a smile.

Ashley’s lips became a thin, severe line. “This is serious.”

“Sorry.” Sammy lowered her head. “Just trying to lighten the mood.”

“We’ve faced and defeated one of his brides,” Clarke pointed out. “We can do it again.”

“True, but you didn’t face the bride at full power,” Ixia warned. “The sun was out, which weakened the bond. Her master would only have been able to shift a portion of his strength to the bride.”

“And she was still a handful,” Sammy muttered.

“I never claimed this would be easy,” Clarke replied, his eyes passing across each woman. “But our objectives are clear. We have three targets: Faraday, Shimoda, and their master. We isolate and eliminate each of them, starting with the brides. Pick them off one at a time. Weaken the d-hunter by taking out his support, and then we go after him. It’s us or them, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let it be us.”

“Fine by me.” Brooke cracked her knuckles. “What are we waiting for? We know exactly where to find the brides.”

“But we can’t just launch a frontal assault in the middle of the day,” Ixia said. “If we do that, and we’re IDed, we could have ten d-hunters after us instead of one!”

“There’s no way we’d survive that,” Emma added grimly. “We absolutely must maintain our anonymity.”

“Then that’s what we do,” Clarke said. “We bide our time, watching and waiting. And when the moment’s perfect, we strike hard and true. Sammy, we’ll need you to be our primary eyes and ears. Looks like we’ll be relying on your talents more than ever.”

“No problem. I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t. And thank you.”

He glanced around the table once more, taking in the long faces, the fearful looks, and he knew he had to step in as their leader, no matter the fear tugging at his own heart.

“Make no mistake,” he began, “this is the worst threat Broken Fang has ever faced. Tough days are ahead of us, and sacrifices will need to be made. Am I concerned about facing this d-hunter and his brides? Of course I am, but I’m not terrified, despite all their vaunted lethality. You know why? Because I know what this team is capable of, and I know we can rise to meet this new challenge. I believe in each and every one of you, and more than anything, I trust you all with my life. We’ll get through this, together. You have my solemn word we will.”

The room stirred with renewed energy at his words. Brooke stood straighter, ears proud and upright. Ixia nodded, a cocky half-smile on her lips. Sammy thumped the air with a fist, and Emma mouthed a quiet, “Thank you.”

Ashley’s hairband brightened, and she actually chuckled.

“Well said, Clarke. And, to continue along that line, there’s some good news to share along with the bad.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“It involves this.” Ashley picked up the vampiric bond ring. “The magic in this ring shares some similarities with Power Bond.”

“Power Bond? The more advanced form of Power Graft?”

“Correct. In some ways it’s even more powerful, allowing magic to flow in both directions, but in others, it’s nothing more than a perverted reflection. The difference is as stark as the contrast between coequal lovers and the forced relationship between master and slave. Yes, the d-hunter can imbue his brides with his strength, but he can also suck them dry to the point of death, using them up as nothing more than mana batteries fashioned from meat and bone.

“Your magic, Clarke, is consensual. The power you’ve gained through Power Graft was freely given, though often subconsciously by your partners. This nature of willingness is at the heart of blood magic’s ability to absorb the strength of others. Goodness, love, a yearning to protect. All these and more versus the perverse taking of power and life that vampires thrive on.”

“Marsh did seem a bit”—Sammy twirled a finger beside her ear—“nutty for her master.”

“We saw Marsh conjure an obsidian bow,” Clarke said. “And she was able to heal her wounds rapidly. Were these abilities a product of the bond?”

“Most likely, yes,” Ashley said.

“It’s going to suck if we have to face a bonded bride at full power.” Sammy crossed her arms. “Marsh just wouldn’t go down until I bit off her ring.”

“True, the bonds make the d-hunter and his brides formidable.” Ashley held out the ring. “But now we have one of our own.”

“You’re proposing we use this bond ring?” Clarke frowned doubtfully. “But the bond it creates is plain evil. A master and a slave? A relationship so imbalanced it can kill one side? We can’t in good conscience use a power like that.”

“And I’m not proposing we do.” Ashley flicked the ring into the air and caught it as it fell. “Which is why I want to cleanse this ring of evil first. I intend to transform the bond into something purer and then connect it to a new partner ring.” She flashed a small smile. “Since, obviously, the d-hunter isn’t likely to give up his, even if we ask nicely.”

“Question.” Sammy shot up a hand. “If the d-hunter has this ring’s pair, how come he hasn’t tracked us down yet?”

“Because the bond was forged between the d-hunter and his bride. Not to the rings, but through them. The ring’s magic is merely a connecting medium. When Marsh died, the bond dissipated.”

“Okay.” Sammy lowered her hand. “Makes sense.”

“What would this new bond you’re proposing be like?” Clarke asked.

“I’m not entirely sure until I go through the exercise of cleansing the ring,” Ashley said, “but I expect the results will be similar to a blood magic Power Bond. Better, in some ways, since magic will flow in both directions.”

“Then the two ring users will be able to share abilities?”

“Exactly.”

“Oh, think of the possibilities!” Brooke’s face lit up. “Imagine me with a thirstblade!”

“Or me with a Sanguine Shield,” Emma added.

“Then,” Clarke said, “could any of us theoretically bond to anyone else? Could Emma give Brooke the ability to Fly?”

“No, I’m afraid not,” Ashley replied. “Any potential bonds are limited to male and female pairings, just like the original.”

“Which means one ring must go to me.”

“Yes, but you’re the best choice anyway since you can already absorb powers from everyone else. That means you have the potential to share your powers—both natural and absorbed—through this new bond.”

He looked around the table to find that everyone—everyone—was watching him, their eyes anxious and expectant.

Yes, it was a magical ring to create a magical bond. But it was a ring. A pair of rings, in fact, between a man and woman, binding them in a deep and powerful way. That combination was rich with significance, and he hadn’t missed the subtext.

Neither had any of the women, it seemed.

“And because of that, Clarke …” Ashley circled the table. She took hold of his hand, placed the black ring in his palm, and closed his fingers over it. “You should be the one to choose who receives the second ring.”
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Clarke noticed a shift in the mansion’s overall mood. It wasn’t a large or obvious change, more a subtle shift within the nuances of each interaction. Ashley and Ixia had retreated to the witch’s workshop to prepare the bond rings, leaving Emma, Brooke, and Sammy free for the evening.

The three monster girls seemed … eager to attend to Clarke’s needs, almost anxious to verify he was in a good mood. They weren’t pestering him—far from it, in fact—but they were in a heightened state of awareness, extra sensitive to his needs.

Brooke asked him to help her with her zoomies, and they jogged laps around the property for about an hour. As soon as they returned and washed up, Sammy suggested everyone chill to Redline, one of her all-time favorite anime movies. Emma grilled steaks for the occasion, adding blue cheese crumbles, sauteed mushrooms, and caramelized onions alongside wedge salads with blue cheese dressing, diced bacon, and halved baby tomatoes.

All of this was perfectly normal.

And yet, not quite.

A tension permeated the air. As if everyone’s emotions were cables pulled taut, and the slightest strum would release a strong, melodious note. He knew what was going on and why, of course. He’d come to know and care for each of these women deeply, and he too was sensitive to their moods and needs.

But there was more to this decision than symbolism. They would soon face the d-hunter and his brides, and Broken Fang would need every advantage it could eke out in whatever time remained. Clarke knew he had to approach this with a certain cold callousness, but these thoughts only served to increase his own unease.

He didn’t share his conclusions with the others. Not yet. There was no point discussing it—or getting anyone’s hopes up—until Ashley and Ixia confirmed this bond was more than just a theory.

The sun set on the day, and they finished both dinner and the movie before Ixia called everyone into her workshop.

“We need to discuss who you’re going to bond with.” The witch rested a hand on her workbench where two rings sat atop a cloth square: one ring silver and the other gold.

“Where’d the black ring go?” Brooke asked.

“I electroplated it.” Ixia tapped the silver one. “Can’t have Clarke going around brandishing vampiric obsidian.”

The others nodded in understanding.

“A question.” Clarke glanced around, sensing the quiet tension in the room. “Ixia, are you and Ashley confident you can make this work?”

“We are. Absolutely.”

“One hundred percent, Clarke,” Ashley added. “It’s only a question of time and effort. Ixia and I should be able to complete the remaining adjustments within twenty-four hours.”

“That fast?” Clarke asked.

“Most of the magical fundamentals are already ingrained into the vampiric ring. It’s simply a matter of reconnecting the ‘loose strands’ to a new paired ring and then performing the rites to bind you and … whoever you select to share the bond with.”

“All right.” Clarke nodded, his expression guarded. “Then, yes. We do need to discuss this, and I absolutely have a decision to make.”

“I’m sure this won’t be an easy choice.” Ixia flashed a sympathetic smile. “So let me try to help a little. I’m taking myself out of the running.”

“Why? Your Boost spell has proven decisive in the past. I could certainly benefit from more of your magic.”

“No doubts there, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested in testing out your abilities for myself. But let’s be real here. I’m not a fighter, and if I charge into battle, I’m placing not just myself at risk”—her hand rubbed across her abdomen—“but my very important passenger, too. And I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to stick around here. Sooner or later, my mom is going to step in and demand I go into hiding to keep our baby safe. On top of that, you’d better believe the presence of a d-hunter is going to elicit some sharp words from her. In short, I’m probably the worst choice to be paired with you. At least right now.”

“I understand,” Clarke replied, nodding. “All good points. I appreciate you looking at the situation from a practical perspective. We all need to consider what’s best for the team, myself especially.”

“I’m not an option either.” Ashley gave the rings a quick—almost sad—glance, then met his gaze with clear eyes.

“Would a bond with you kill me?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe. At the very least, it’ll place you into a coma.”

“Then, no. Let’s pick someone else.” He turned to face the others. “That leaves Emma, Brooke, and Sammy as possible bond partners.”

“Well”—Brooke flourished a clawed hand—“let’s be blunt about the situation. We are up against a d-hunter, and if we’re talking about pure offense, I believe I’m the best choice.”

“Maybe so, maybe so.” Sammy crossed her arms with a half-smile. “But I’m close behind you in terms of raw power, and my abilities give me a wider range of options inside—and outside—combat.”

“Perhaps you two are approaching this from the wrong angle.” Emma adjusted her glasses as if preparing to give a lecture at the university. “Yes, the d-hunter is a threat we must prepare ourselves for. But, with that threat looming overhead, shouldn’t we be expanding our offensive portfolio? I say, why not add a fourth frontline combatant to the team rather than invest solely in what we already have?”

The three ladies turned to Clarke, each confident in their own arguments but also fully trusting him to come to the right conclusion and willing to accept his decision, whatever it may be.

“All of you have made valid points. I wish we had more than one bond ring.” He let out a slow, resigned sigh. “But there’s just the one, and a decision needs to be made.”

“Have you made your choice?” Emma asked.

“I have.”

The room tensed further, but Clarke raised a hand.

“Before I share my decision, let me make clear that there is another factor none of you mentioned. The bond represents a unique opportunity, and I believe one of you is poised to gain a great deal from it. Far more than an exchange of simple powers. One of you has struggled with an … imbalance of sorts, and I believe this bond—and the exchange of magic with me—can be used to heal as well as strengthen.”

Brooke’s brow furrowed in confusion while realization dawned on Emma’s face, and Sammy’s eyes widened with nervous elation.

Clarke took the slime girl’s hand.

“That’s why I’ve chosen to share this bond with Sammy.”

She smiled up at him, and her eyes glistened with traces of pink tears.

“Aww.” Brooke’s ears drooped and her tail flicked.

“I hadn’t considered this.” Emma placed a hand across her chest, and her cheeks flushed, perhaps from the emotions pouring off Sammy. “Leave it to Clarke to always have our best interests at heart. Don’t you agree, Brooke?”

“I wanted it to be me.”

“So did I, but this decision feels right in so many ways.”

“I guess.”

“Splendid.” Ashley picked up the two rings. “With the decision made, Ixia and I will complete the preparations.”

“We should be ready sometime tomorrow,” Ixia added.
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The evening wound down, and Clarke and Sammy retreated to his bedroom to spend the night together. The slime girl shed her clothes like they were water off a duck’s back. Her grin was hungry and aggressive. She stripped Clarke of his shirt and pants, pushed him back onto the bed, and mounted him without further preamble.

She rode him hard for about ten minutes before an urgent knock thundered through the door.

“Yes?” Clarke called out, catching sight of the door over Sammy’s thigh. “Who is it?”

“It’s Ashley.”

“Hi, Ashley. I’m kind of in the middle of something. Can this wait?”

“I’m afraid not. There’s a new problem.”

Clarke sighed, then looked up at Sammy and shrugged.

“Later.” She mouthed the word and dismounted him.

The pair threw enough clothes on for basic decency, and Clarke answered the door, surprised to find not only Ashley, but everyone else gathered outside his suite. Ashley frowned with a dim hairband, Ixia avoided his gaze with crossed arms, Brooke chewed on her forefinger so hard Clarke worried she’d draw blood, and as for Emma⁠—

—she bounced on her heels with an ecstatic, gleeful gleam in her eyes.

“I’m almost afraid to ask,” Clarke said after taking stock of their conflicting expressions. He turned to Ashley. “All right. Hit me with it.”

“Can we come in?” Ashley asked.

“Certainly.” Clarke held the door wide, and all the women in his life filed into his bedchambers. “Got to admit, you’re starting to worry me. How bad is it?”

“It’s not … bad.” The angel folded her arms under her breasts. “Just more complicated than I expected.”

“All right. How’s it complicated, then?”

“Remember when I said we need to perform a rite to complete the bond?”

“Vaguely. I was more focused on the question of who rather than how. You told me it could be done, and that was enough for me. Why? Is the rite going to be difficult?”

“No, it’s simple enough to perform, even with this complication.” Ashley frowned. “The problem stems from a requirement I missed when analyzing the ring. I’m very sorry about this, Clarke. I shouldn’t have missed something this important. Please accept my most sincere apology.”

“Okay. Apology accepted. You eventually spotted it.” Clarke spread his hands. “So, what’s required of us?”

“You and Sammy”—she sighed and looked down—“need to get married.”

Sammy gasped, and Clarke’s eyes widened.

“I’m sorry, what?” he blurted.

“You and Sammy⁠—”

“Yes, I heard you the first time.” He shook his head, an avalanche of thoughts rushing past. “But how can this be a thing? We’re talking about a magical bonding ring. Why would Sammy and I need to get married? The d-hunter and the brides aren’t married, right? Otherwise, they’d be his wives. Am I missing something here?”

“Nothing that I didn’t miss myself. You’re correct that the bond joining the d-hunter to his brides doesn’t require marriage, but recall that I’ve changed and purified the magic within the ring. This has … inadvertently added a requirement. In order to establish the bond, there must be a magical foundation to build on. That foundation is a marriage.”

“Let me get this straight.” Clarke reached up to rub his temples. “Sammy and I need to get married because your new and improved rings need something to work with first?”

“That’s correct.” The angel gave a small shrug. “More or less.”

“What, so, she and I need to head down to the courthouse and get a marriage license?”

“No, a purely secular marriage or a loveless marriage wouldn’t work. You see, marriages—and the bonds they create—are a kind of magic in and of themselves. Subtle by the standards we here deal with regularly, but no less real. The religious ceremonies vary wildly, of course, but all of them have the same general effect of channeling magic from those in attendance: the bride, groom, families, witnesses, religious practitioners, and so on. Individually, most humans possess at least a miniscule spark of magic, and when aggregated in this manner through a ceremony, it becomes more than enough to establish a magical, marital bond. That is the kind of bond we need.”

“Then we need to have a wedding? Like, the whole thing? With families and guests and everything?”

“The more people in attendance, the better.”

“In a church?”

“That would help. Just about any place of worship eventually soaks in enough ambient mana to become a sort of weak magic circle, capable of enhancing spells in much the same way as the more formalized ones we use.”

“Then we do need the whole thing,” Clarke concluded. “With guests and a church and a priest and everything else.”

“Plus the cake,” Emma added brightly. “Don’t forget the cake.”

“The cake is optional.” Ashley gave the succubus a cold glance before continuing.

“Oh, boy.” Clarke resumed massaging his temples.

“Fortunately, there’s a simpler option.” Ashley cleared her throat. “I could perform the ceremony.”

“You?”

“Yes.”

“Alone?”

“Yes.”

“No priest or church required?”

“My magic is compatible with the ceremony’s requirements.”

“Ever wed anyone in the past?”

“Not that I recall.”

“Then how do you know this’ll work?”

“I just do.”

Clarke took in the angel’s confident demeanor. He imagined her hairband rising to form a burning halo over her golden hair, wings of the purest white spread behind her back. He nodded, fully satisfied with her answer.

“Makes sense to me.”

Brooke released the forefinger in her mouth, revealing indentations in the meat of her finger.

“I gave up too easily,” she said, ears hanging low.

“Don’t you worry.” Emma put her arm around the wolf girl’s shoulders. “You and I will get our chance.”

“And me,” Ixia cut in quickly. “Don’t forget me.”

“There’s no way I’d forget any of you.” Clarke turned to Sammy and cracked a smile. “But someone has to be the first.”

The slime girl looked up at him, her eyes glistening once more.

“Ashley, do you have the rings?” Clarke asked.

“Yes. Right here.”

Clarke took the rings from the angel and inspected them.

“Does it matter who gets which ring?”

“Not anymore. Plus, we can adjust the fit easily with a bit of magic.”

He nodded and placed a ring in each palm. Then he dropped to one knee before the slime girl, wearing nothing but a T-shirt and boxers.

“Well, how about it, Sammy? This isn’t exactly how I imagined it would play out, but sometimes life chooses the timing for us.” He held up his left palm, presenting her with the new, golden band. “Sammy, will you marry me?”

“I do,” she blurted.

Clarke raised a questioning eyebrow.

It took Sammy a moment to realize what she’d said, and she blushed fiercely across every visible inch of her body. Which was just about all of it, given she was clad in only a bra and panties. She shook herself and cleared her throat.

“I mean yes. Absolutely. With all my heart.”


Fourteen


They held the ceremony at noon that Saturday out on the mansion’s back patio by the swimming pool. Ashley stood beneath an arch of flowering vines, hands resting on the podium, her halo bright and wings spread. Clarke waited to one side of the arch, dressed in his best suit. Granted, it was his only suit, and he would have preferred something nicer for the occasion, but it was black, clean, and ironed to crisp perfection.

It would do just fine.

He was more worried about what Sammy had put together for her wedding dress. He wasn’t sure what to expect, knowing her proclivity for anime cosplay.

Brooke stirred next to him, tail wagging, hand fiddling with the rings in her pocket. She wore a suit similar to his in recognition of her role as best man—or best-were, as she had insisted on being addressed. He had no idea where she’d gotten the suit, but it was at least one size too small, and the formal attire strained mightily against her impressive bust. Judging by the stress lines surrounding each button, her figure was winning that battle.

He glanced back at Brooke, and she grinned toothily, fangs gleaming in the sunlight. Her earlier disappointment had morphed into full-throated enthusiasm for the marriage, and Clarke wondered if the change had come about because she saw the wedding as a preview of her own future.

It was if Clarke had anything to say about it. He hadn’t given marriage more than a brief thought until a few days ago, but now that the topic had been forced to the foreground, he knew he wanted to marry the other women in his life. He loved each of them, and he could conceive of no greater symbol of that love than to ask for their hands in marriage.

He knew Emma, Brooke, and Ixia would all say yes.

Ashley, though …

He still wasn’t sure where he stood with the angel. He loved her and he knew she loved him back, even if she sometimes struggled with how to express her affection. But despite those shared feelings, a gulf existed between them, and he didn’t know how to close it.

But that was a problem for another day.

Today, in this moment, he waited for the woman of the hour to make her entrance.

A door slid open, and Ixia stepped out, carrying a basket of petals. She walked forward at a steady pace, flinging petals left and right. The overall “flower girl” effect was somewhat dampened by her black jacket, skirt, and stockings. Her wardrobe came in only the one color, it seemed.

Emma and Sammy exited next, both dressed for the occasion, though in very different ways.

Emma, as “First Girlfriend,” had reserved the ceremonial honor of giving Sammy away. Clarke had originally cringed at the idea, picturing the succubus in her dominatrix outfit with Sammy on a leash. Fortunately, that vision hadn’t materialized, and the succubus had dressed in a light gray pin-striped suit jacket, wings folded behind her and tail peeking out from beneath a tastefully long skirt.

Sammy was … dressed in something that could have, under certain conditions, been considered a wedding dress. It was white, and it was a dress, so it had those two things going for it, but the overall effect was that of an anime warrior-sniper-bride.

The bell of the dress was open at the front, exposing lacy white stockings and a garter for storing what looked like bullets. Lace covered most of the torso and both arms. The red tiara accented the ensemble well, but the bronze chestplate and pauldrons created a confused—if aesthetically pleasing—image.

Ixia finished creating a petalled path, and Emma brought Sammy up to the podium. The witch and succubus took up their positions opposite Brooke.

“You look beautiful,” he told his bride.

“Thanks,” Sammy replied quietly. “I was a little worried. This is the closest thing to a wedding dress I could come up with on short notice.”

“Who’s the character?”

“Shionne from Tales of Arise.” Sammy adjusted one of her shoulder pauldrons. “If I had the time, I would have taken off all the armor bits. The only way she’s surviving in this is if every shot hits her shoulders. At least her breasts aren’t super ginormous, so fitting into the costume is a snap for me. No body alterations needed.”

Ashley cleared her throat, and everyone came to attention.

“May I have the rings?” the angel said.

Brooke fished them out of her pocket and placed them on the podium.

Ashley handed the gold ring to Clarke and the silver band to Sammy.

“I understand both of you have prepared your own vows. Clarke, we’ll start with⁠—”

“Psst!”

Ashley sighed. “Yes, Emma?”

“You’re skipping too far ahead. Read the card first.”

“What card?”

“The card I put on the podium because I knew you’d skip the important bits.”

“It’s more efficient this way.”

“It’s wrong. This is a wedding. Read the card.”

Ashley sighed again and picked up the notecard. Her eyes darted back and forth across its contents.

“I’m not reading this.”

“Read it.”

“I’d prefer not to.”

“Come on, Ash. Just read it.”

“Why should I?”

“Because it’ll make me happy if you do.”

“It’s not your wedding.”

“Read it, Ash, or so help me, I’ll come around and read it for you.”

“Fine. No need to make a scene.” Ashley adjusted her grip on the card. “‘Dearly beloved, we are gathered here to witness the union between Joffrey Baratheon Clarke and Samantha Eloise, two dear friends to us all. We hope that their future is filled with love, joy, lots of pregnancies, the pitter patter of tiny feet, mountains of vampire corpses, and scream—’” Ashley narrowed her gaze. “I’m not reading this next part.”

“Read it. It’s important.”

Ashley sighed again. “‘And screaming orgasms that wake up the rest of Clarke’s wives. Unless they’re already awake and are also on the receiving end of his nearly inexhaustible virility, in which case, it’s all good.’”

Ashley looked up from the card.

“These are her words, not mine.”

“Trust me,” Clarke replied dryly. “I know.”

“‘Because,’” Ashley continued from the card, “‘we all know there will be future wives in this relationship. Clarke is a man who’ …” Her eyes flitted forward. She checked the back of the card, which was also covered in text. “Really, Emma, I don’t see the point. It just rambles on and on about how awesome Clarke is and how it’ll take a harem to satisfy him. Not to be blunt, but you would have benefited from an editor.”

“Sure, sure, fine.” Emma waved her on. “You covered the most important stuff. Go ahead and skip to the end.”

“You have my eternal gratitude,” Ashley replied wearily and found her place on the card. “‘In conclusion, this is but the first step in what will surely be a bright, joyous, loving, prosperous, successful, polygamous, and sexually bountiful union with Clarke at its center.’”

“Right on.” Sammy thumped a fist.

Ashley set the card down, her face an expressionless mask.

“Thank you, Emma,” Clarke said blandly. “That was certainly … something.”

“You’re welcome!”

“Shall we proceed with the vows?” Ashley gestured with an open palm. “Clarke?”

“Right.” He retrieved a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it. “Sammy, I am a simple man who only has simple words to share, so let me share a few of them now. When I commit to a task, I follow it through. When I give my word, I honor it. When I say ‘I love you,’ I mean it with all my heart. And I do love you, dearly. I say these words freely, and with utter conviction. I promise to honor you, to protect you, and to face the future together with you. I will never abandon you, never betray your trust, and I will always strive to be a good man, and a good husband. This is my solemn vow, and I will hold and honor it for as long as I draw breath.”

“The ring?” Ashley prompted.

Clarke slipped the gold ring onto Sammy’s left ring finger. Her lips quivered, and pink tears traced down her cheeks.

“Sammy?” Ashley said. “Your vows.”

The slime girl sniffled, and Emma handed her a piece of paper. It crinkled in her unsteady hands.

“Clarke, before I met you, I was lost. I didn’t know who I was. I didn’t know what I was. In you, I found an anchor. A focus. A means to center myself and to come to terms with what I am. You connected me with my humanity, helped me see through the monstrous exterior to the woman underneath. A woman who has found her soulmate in you. In a way, you save me from myself, and for this I commit myself to you and to your cause: warrior to warrior, woman to man, wife to husband.” She paused to wipe at her tears. “Your struggles are my struggles, no matter what may come to pass. I am yours, until the end of time.”

She choked on her words at the end, and pink trails ran down her face. She sopped them up with her hand, not needing a tissue.

“And now his ring?” Ashley said gently.

Clarke held out his hand, and Sammy—with trembling fingers—slid it in place.

“Now join hands, please.”

Clarke steadied Sammy’s hands with his own. Ashley’s halo glowed, and a surge of magic shuddered through Clarke’s arms and across his chest, like an electrical current composed of magic, light, and love: warm, welcoming, and powerful beyond measure. The ring on his finger tingled, and he sensed the presence of Sammy’s aura in vivid, glorious fullness.

“I now pronounce you husband and wife.” Ashley smiled thinly. “The bond has been forged. Nothing more is required. However, if you wish to seal this union in a more traditional manner, you may do so now.”

“Oh, I will.” Sammy smiled up at him, her eyes glistening and yet so full of joy. “Come here, you.” She gripped Clarke’s tie, tugged him close, and planted an impassioned kiss on his lips.
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They held the reception in the dining hall. Chibi cutouts of Broken Fang’s members were scattered all over the table, which Clarke assumed Sammy had drawn and printed out. Emma served chicken marsala with Caesar salad, garlic bread, green beans, and mashed potatoes while Brooke poured a glass of Pinot Noir for everyone. After the main course, Emma wheeled out a triple-layered cake, striped with red and pink icing around a chocolate interior.

“Wow,” Clarke said. “That’s a lot of cake.”

“It had better be for my wedding.” Sammy pointed a fork at Emma. “Don’t skimp on my slice!”

“I won’t. Don’t you worry.”

“I like the fantasy action figures on the top,” Clarke continued. “A dashing knight and a beautiful princess. I assume those are supposed to be us?”

“Yep.”

“Where’d Emma get the slain vampire with X’s for eyes?”

“That’s a Warhammer fantasy model from the Vampire Count range. I kitbashed and repainted the original.”

“Ah.”

Sammy’s “slice” arrived in the form of half the cake. Brooke claimed another quarter, and everyone else received more manageable portions. The hall was filled with content munching and the clinking of silverware.

“What’s the bond feel like to you?” Sammy asked.

“I’m much more aware of your magic. Sensing it no longer takes effort; it’s simply there, in a pocket within my mind, and I can view it at any time. Beyond that, I haven’t yet explored the bond. How about you?”

“Similar, I suppose. I don’t have your magical sensitivity, so I lack a good point of reference. It’s like I have my fingers on your pulse all the time. It’s not distracting or unpleasant. Just something new I’m now aware of.”

“Interesting. I sometimes visualize my own magic as a beating heart. What you’ve described lines up with that.”

“Want to explore the bond more thoroughly after this?”

“Absolutely. Any thoughts on where we should start?”

“That should be obvious.” Sammy placed a hand over his and leaned close to whisper into his ear. “We start with what we know works.”
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Clarke carried Sammy into her bedroom and set her down on the sheets. He ran his hand down the curve of her hips.

“Wanna see a magic trick?” Sammy asked with a quirky smile.

“As long as I get to keep both hands.”

“Hey!” She gave him a playful smack on his chest. “I’d never do something like that to you.”

“I know. Let’s see this trick.”

Sammy raised her arm, and the lacy sleeve of her costume dropped through her and settled onto the sheets. She held up the other arm and let that sleeve fell away, too.

“Lace has enough holes for me to slip through. Makes undressing for sex super easy.”

“We’ll have to keep that in mind for the future.” Clarke held her hips with both hands, and they kissed. He pressed into her, and the costume’s chestplate pressed back.

Sammy broke the kiss.

“Hold up. This costume is going to get in the way. Give me a sec.”

Clarke stood back, and Sammy wriggled up out of the dress. She tossed the garment aside, letting it land amongst her body pillows, then posed seductively on the bed, hand on hip, clad in only her lacy white stockings, bronze high heels, and a red tiara.

“Shall I get more into character?” Sammy removed the tiara and shook out her hair. Red locks extended briefly into a shower of pink strands before returning to their original shape and hue.

“Not this time. Tonight, I make love only to you.”

“Then that’s who I’ll be.” Sammy’s skin transformed into a glistening coat of bubblegum pink. Her hair turned fiery red, and her eyes became swirling pools.

“You’re so beautiful.”

“Now it’s your turn.” Her eyes glowed faintly. “Let me see my husband. Let me see all of him.”

Clarke stripped down and joined her on the bed.

“Now, my husband”—Sammy leaned back into the pillows—“Come get what’s yours.”

“Oh, I intend to.”

He crossed the bed on his hands and knees then took her into his arms. They finished their aborted kiss, and he savored the taste and feel of her mouth, the warm press of her body against his. He cupped one of her perky breasts, then ran his fingers down lower, tracing past her belly button to explore the space between her legs.

“Mmm, yeah,” she murmured, then sucked in a breath when he pushed two fingers into her. He curled them around, then squelched them back and forth within her hot sex.

“Someone’s nice and ready.”

“Of course I am. I’m juicy down there whenever I want to be.”

“True, but today you feel especially so.”

“That’s because you turn me on just that much.” She took hold of his rod and began to stroke him, her fingers naturally lubricated. “Your vow? Oh my God! You have any idea how hot that made me?”

“I do now.” He withdrew his fingers and shifted over between her legs, then took hold of the backs of her knees. Sammy added her hands to his and pulled her legs back even further, opening herself up for him.

Clarke gripped the base of his rigid cock, pressed the tip against her hot opening, and pushed in, spreading her lower lips.

“Yes,” Sammy uttered breathily. “Take me, Clarke. Take your wife on her wedding night. I am yours, always.”

“Until the end of time?”

“I love you, Clarke. I love you so much, it hurts!”

“Then let’s make you feel better.”

He rammed his turgid rod into her, and she squealed with delight. He began to rock in and out of her, and they kissed again, the bed groaning with each powerful thrust. Sammy took hold of his hands and guided them to her breasts. He squeezed them, kneaded her supple flesh, then tweaked her nipples. She gasped and threw her head back.

Clarke pounded her hard and fast and long, driving her into the bed, and she crossed her ankles behind him, urging him deeper, inviting him to ravish her body in whatever manner he chose. He was about to turn her over and take her from behind when a corner of his mind alighted upon a new awareness.

Sammy’s magic blazed within his mind’s eye, a familiar jumble of contradictions, but now viewed with far greater clarity than ever before. He saw not only the extremes of each aspect, such as hot and cold, but every subtle permutation in between. Her life force percolated with beautiful possibilities, and he could perceive each tiny nuance.

Her aspect of poison and death was there, too, as potent and deadly as ever, but now he saw the raw wound for what it was. He felt he could almost reach out and touch the hanging threads that should have bound her toxins to a counterbalance.

It was a wound.

It was in need of healing.

And now he saw every scarred detail.

He didn’t know what had broken this part of her magic, what had caused her to lose control over the poisons within her. Did the damage originate from a vampiric hex, or had the trauma of nearly killing her own father created this imbalance? Had she wounded herself unwittingly?

The source of the damage no longer mattered. What mattered was that he now saw a path forward for her.

He understood what was required of him, not with facts and procedures, but with magic and feelings and an intuitive sense for what should be.

He joined his magic with hers, like two balls of arcane string now being knitted into a new whole. His mind burned with the colors, tastes, and textures of her magic, blinding him within a hair of overload.

“It’s different this time!” Sammy cried, barely managing the words as he pounded her. “It’s so intense, I can barely think! Do you feel it?”

“I do. We’re close to something special. Just a little further.”

“More! I need more!”

Sammy sat up and pushed Clarke onto his back. She straddled him, a hand around his cock, then sank down on him with a euphoric shudder. She ground her hips into him, leaning forward so he could play with her hanging breasts.

“I’m so fucking close!” she gasped.

“Me too.”

She draped her body over his, took his face into her hands, and planted a deep kiss on his lips. Her hips gyrated atop his cock, milking him closer to his release. Her insides undulated, grasping and tightening with dexterity to rival any hand, but with the welcoming heat and slickness of a woman’s intimacy.

The cascade of sensations pushed him over the edge, and his cock erupted. He emptied his load into her and released his magic with it.

“YES!” Sammy cried, quaking with pleasure. “FUCK!”

She arched her back, grinding into his cock as she rode out her orgasm, then collapsed on top of him, a spent heap of a woman.

“Fuck yeah,” she breathed into his ear. “I don’t know what you did differently, but damn! It felt like my head was going to explode from the pleasure!” She planted soft kisses on his cheek and down his neck, then sat up.

Clarke’s eyes widened at the sight before him.

“Sammy?”

“What? Is something wrong?”

“I don’t think so. Quick, look in the mirror.”

Sammy climbed off him and slipped off the side of the bed. She approached the body-length mirror, then gasped at the sight.

Her eyes remained glowing pools, but they’d become spirals of blue.

She pulled her eyelid down, then prodded the lens with a finger. He cringed when he saw the lens bow inward.

“Uh, Sammy?”

“It’s fine. I can’t poke my eyes out, if that’s what you’re worried about.” She turned her attention to the other eye, poked it a few times, then faced him. “What do you think this means?”

“I have my suspicions, but let me check something first.”

Clarke reached out through their bond and scrutinized the aspects of her magic. Everything was there. All the knotted contradictions were in their proper places.

Along with one more.

That new aspect was weak and tepid, a bright but timid pair for the toxic aspect.

But it was there, knotted securely within her. It wasn’t fading away; in fact, it seemed to be growing in strength, if at a snail’s pace.

He pushed off the bed and took hold of her shoulders.

“Sammy, your magical aura has changed, and I believe for the better!”

She smiled, and her eyes lit up. Literally this time, since the blue glow brightened briefly.

“Do you feel different?” he asked.

“Yeah. Yeah, I do. It’s subtle, but … you know how I always have trouble controlling my toxins? Well, everything about them feels sharper now. More … precise, maybe? It’s hard to describe.”

“You may have just taken your first major step on the path to recovery.”

“We just did.” She gave him a quick peck on the lips. “I didn’t get this far on my own. Did you gain anything new this time?”

“I don’t think so. I was too focused on helping you.”

“Oh, Clarke.” She shook her head.

“What?”

“You know we need to power you up, too. Otherwise, what’s the point with these rings? Here, let me try something.” Sammy closed her eyes and pressed her forehead against his. A tingle of magic shot through him, and she opened her eyes. “Did you feel that?”

“I did. What was it?”

“I think I just shared some of my magic with you.” She shrugged. “Not sure, though. Still new at this.”

“Let me see if I can get a better sense for what that was.”

Clarke closed his eyes and focused his ethereal gaze inward. He found a pebble of sensations nestled within the greater tapestry of his magic, rich with familiar contradictions. He engaged with it and felt his face slacken.

“Huh.”

“Something wrong?” Sammy asked.

“Not sure.”

He gripped his nose between two fingers, pushed it flat against one side of his face and then the other. When he released his nose, it boinged back into place.

“Well, that’s new.”

“You can change your appearance now?” Sammy exclaimed, wide eyed.

“A little, I think.”

“This is huge! I just actively granted you a new ability! I wonder what else I can give you?”

“Don’t know.” He tugged on his cheek, stretching it out. Under normal circumstances, the pinch would have been painful, but instead he was merely aware of the stretch. He let go, and it snapped back into place. He released the mental kernel of slime magic and tested the flexibility of his face once more.

Everything was back to normal.

“What else can you change?” Sammy asked eagerly.

“Well, I’m not⁠—”

“Can you make this grow?” She rubbed his crotch. “I bet you can!”

“Is this really a priority?”

“It is for me and your future wives!” She guided him back to the bed. “As Emma would say, we need to test this. For science!”

“For science,” he echoed with less enthusiasm.

Sammy proceeded to test her hypothesis, sampling Clarke’s “data” multiple times throughout the night. Despite her lack of adherence to the scientific method, she somehow managed to arrive at a “solid” conclusion through ingenuity and “rigorous experimentation.”

The answer to her question turned out to be yes.

Or, rather, “YES! YES! YES!”


Fifteen


Sammy wasn’t in bed when Clarke woke up. He showered, shaved, dressed, and crossed the mansion to find breakfast in full swing. Emma set a plate of buttery biscuits on the table next to the gravy boat and a heaping pile of sausages while Sammy, Brooke, and Ixia all forked food onto their plates. Ashley kept to herself and quietly picked at her fruit medley.

“Perfect timing, Clarke.” Emma winked and brought her own plate over. “Help yourself.”

“Don’t mind if I do.”

“Mm!” Sammy swallowed a sausage and rose. “We got to show him!”

“Show me what?”

“Something amazing! Wanna see it?”

“Well, sure!”

“Check this out!” Sammy stepped between Emma and Brooke, her face fixed with stern concentration. She held out her hands, and her friends took hold of them without any trepidation.

Clarke waited to see what came next.

Only to discover nothing happened next.

No one vomited.

No one even looked sick.

Sammy’s toxin-soaked hands were in full contact with Emma and Brooke, and nothing had happened!

“Okay.” Sammy released their hands. “That’s all I got right now. Whew! That takes a lot of effort!”

Emma sat down. “The important thing is you managed that without turning this into a scene from The Exorcist.”

“Sammy, this is fantastic!” Clarke exclaimed. “Congratulations!”

“We heard you’ve achieved some gains as well.” Emma appraised Clarke with sultry eyes. “And that your gains are measured in inches.”

“Well …”

“It’s true, then?” Ixia asked. “You can make it grow?”

Every eye in the room turned to him. Even Ashley looked up from her fruit cup.

Clarke sighed and nodded.

“Oh, boy.” Brooke’s ears drooped. “I’m in trouble. I can’t even deepthroat him now. What’s a girl to do?”

“Practice, practice, practice,” Emma suggested. “Or try using your unique assets.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, think about it. When you’re a full werewolf, your mouth elongates. You can handle more of him that way.”

“Yeah, but my teeth grow, too. No guy wants those poking his dick.”

Clarke shook his head emphatically.

“Plus, there’s all that fur to contend with. I prefer the feel of his hands on my skin.”

“Just give it some thought.” Emma skewered a sausage with her fork. “That’s all I’m saying.”

“There’s another option.” Ixia smiled slyly. “I can brew a potion to temporarily remove your gag reflex.”

“You can?” Brooke’s ears shot up.

“Oh, yes. You’d be surprised how many we sell to the ladies.” Ixia paused thoughtfully, then shrugged. “And the occasional guy.”

Brooke leaned over and patted the witch’s hand.

“We’ll talk later,” she whispered.

Ixia winked back.

“All of you need to calm down,” Clarke said. “This isn’t that big⁠—”

Emma snorted.

“—that big of a deal.” He gave the succubus a fierce eye. “Okay, yes, technically, I can do that now. But it takes so much concentration it ends up killing the mood for me.”

“I’m confident you’ll learn to control it with less effort.” The succubus glanced toward his crotch and licked her lips. “Oh, yes. Quite confident.”

“I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.” Clarke massaged his temples. “Sammy? A little help here? It’s your ability.”

“Hey, you’re the one with the harem.” Sammy grinned, piling more food onto her plate. “I just live in it.”

“Perhaps a shift toward Broken Fang business is in order?” Ashley asked.

“Yes.” Clarke looked up. “Yes, please. Take it away, Ashley.”

“There’s not much to say about the scepter or the grimoires, I’m afraid. Both Hepatica and I have been preoccupied with other matters, so progress has been slow.”

“Understandably so.”

“As for the magic you’ve absorbed from Sammy, well …” The angel’s hairband brightened, and she flashed a crooked smile. “Sexual benefits aside, this new power may prove useful. How much control do you have over it?”

“Enough for simple facial resculpting. I tried some modifications in the mirror this morning. I can adjust the shape of my face and then lock it in place without too much trouble. Not sure how long I can hold it, but the short version is I can now mask my identity like Sammy can, though to a lesser degree.”

“Which is exactly what we need right now,” Emma said. “With those two brides still out there—and their pureblood master—we have our work cut out for us.”

“Attacking either bride on university grounds will be difficult.” Clarke joined everyone at the table. “We need to isolate them somehow. Hit each one hard and fast before help can arrive. This is the most powerful foe we’ve ever faced, so we take him and his support down piece by piece.”

“I agree we need to pick them off one at a time,” Ixia said. “But how? They have at least some idea of what they’re up against. No way they’ll leave themselves open to attack.”

“Maybe yes, maybe no.” Clarke tapped the table. “Remember, we have one more piece of critical information. Despite how Marsh was misleading us, we know the d-hunter is interested in the doors underneath CCU. He and his brides’ll be studying the two they found and searching for the others. And that activity could leave them open to attack.”

“An excellent point.” Ashley nodded approvingly. “We could stake out one of the locations and wait for an opportunity to ambush an isolated bride.”

“My thoughts exactly.” He held up a finger. “Door Number One is a problem, though, since it’ll be difficult to stake out the admin building.” He raised a second finger. “However, Door Number Two is more promising. The cemetery is open to the general public and sees enough traffic for me and Sammy to pass unnoticed. Especially if we change up our appearances and clothing over the course of the stakeout.”

“Let’s say you succeed and isolate one of the brides,” Ashley said. “What then?”

“Sammy and I take her down.”

“While the rest of us … ?”

“Stay back. We can’t risk any of you being identified.”

“I know I can’t help with the stakeout,” Brooke said. “But what about the actual fight? They won’t recognize me if I’m completely wolfed out. Very few people can identify me in that form, and most are family or friends.” She paused to shrug. “Or dead.”

“What about your ponytail?” Clarke asked. “It’s a distinguishing characteristic that carries over to your werewolf form.”

“I’ll cut it off.” Brooke’s yellow eyes turned cold and harsh. They were the eyes of an animal stalking her prey, prepared to go to any lengths to secure the kill. She wanted in on this fight, and despite his reservations, Clarke knew her raw power could very well tip the balance in their favor.

“All right, Brooke. You’re in.”

The wolf girl relaxed. She gave him a toothy smile, and her tail flicked.

“Okay, let’s recap,” Clarke said. “Sammy and I are on surveillance while Ashley will keep up her Scrying efforts. If we spot a target and an opportunity, Sammy and I link up with Brooke. After that, the three of us move in, take out the bride, and then get the hell out as fast as we can.”
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Clarke and Sammy spent the rest of Sunday working on the disguises they’d rotate through during a stakeout, though Ixia and Emma contributed as well by driving out to several men’s clothing stores and returning with bags full of shirts, jackets, pants, and accessories. Most of their choices were in line with the mission parameters—unremarkable outfits that would help him pass unnoticed—but a few articles clearly fell into the category of “We thought you’d look nice in this.”

Monday came, and team members with classes returned to CCU, both to monitor the brides and to avoid drawing attention to themselves through sudden shifts in behavior. Shimoda maintained an effective professorial facade during calculus, and Brooke reported a similar experience with Faraday.

Clarke and Sammy began their stakeout that evening, dipping in and out of the cemetery under different guises with Brooke nearby and Ashley casting Scry over the area. Neither bride showed themselves before nightfall, which was when Emma took over the stakeout. The succubus positioned herself on a nearby rooftop and kept tabs on the area through a set of binoculars. Clarke and the others took turns sleeping in a rented van, and the night came and went without incident.

Tuesday proved more interesting, with both Faraday and Shimoda visiting that grave with the kneeling angel statue in the evening. They opened the secret entrance behind the grave and disappeared down the long flight of stairs for several hours, returning together.

Clarke had hoped one of the brides would leave alone, presenting an opportunity to descend beneath the cemetery and take the other bride out, but he was content to bide his time. The brides’ activities in the area confirmed their plan could work, at least on a fundamental level, and that made all the long, tedious hours of waiting a bit easier to bear.

Their first opportunity came that Thursday, late into the evening. The sun set behind Chester Creek’s modest skyline, casting orange light and long shadows across the graves.

Clarke was seated on a park bench, dressed in a drab gray coat, faded blue jeans, and a knitted cap. His face was equally unremarkable, with soft, rounded lines that contrasted the chiseled features and strong jaw he was used to. His eyes were the same, though; he’d been unable to adapt them for anything longer than a few seconds. To offset this minor similarity, he’d added a pair of wireframe glasses to the disguise.

Shimoda walked past his bench, heels tapping staccato notes across the sidewalk. Clarke kept his head down, pretending to waste time on his phone. The yuki-onna crossed the street and headed inside the cemetery without so much as a glance in his direction. He lost sight of her after the first bend and keyed the radio hidden inside his coat.

“Shimoda just went in,” he said quietly. “Any sign of Faraday or anyone unusual?”

“That’s a negative, Bravo Kilo Alpha. Roger, wilco. Over and out.”

“Sammy.”

“No, I don’t see anything.”

“Brooke?”

“Nothing by the car, but I don’t have good visibility right now. Someone parked a truck next to us.”

“You smell anything unusual?”

“Nope, though I’m too far from the site to say anything for certain.”

“All right.” Clarke paused while an elderly couple crossed in front of his bench. “We’ll hold here for another hour. If no one else shows, we’re going in after her. Be ready.”

“Roger, wilco, Bravo Kilo Alpha.”

“Sammy?”

“Sorry.”
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The sun set by the time Clarke and Sammy headed in. They wound their way through the cemetery to the large grave with the kneeling angel draped over it. The secret path was open behind the grave.

Brooke vaulted over the wall, clad in baggy sweatpants and hoodie with the hood shadowing her face. She transformed into a full werewolf, filling out her clothes with fur and muscle. Sammy morphed from a pudgy disguise into her natural slender pink, eyes glowing blue.

Clarke cast Sanguine Shield and Summon Thirstblade, then patted the familiar heft of the Smith & Wesson Model 629 in his shoulder harness, armed with six .44 Magnum cartridges. Brooke had loaded her revolver with the same ammo, while Sammy had prepped her more modest Model 686 with six .38 Specials, since her gelatinous wrists responded poorly to recoil. Firing a more powerful gun didn’t injure her, but it did throw off her aim.

Ixia had enchanted all eighteen bullets with Cripple spells capable of nullifying a target’s regeneration or incorporeal nature. The effect didn’t last long against incorporeal foes, but all they needed was a window to rend and smash their target in more conventional ways.

Under normal circumstances, Clarke would never have imagined he’d attack a woman, let alone try to kill one. He was the type who’d rather take a woman’s swing on the chin and shrug it off rather than resort to physical violence against the fairer sex. Granted, he’d never found himself in a position to make that sort of call, due partially—he believed—to his habit of treating women with dignity and respect.

But the rules had changed after Emma opened his eyes to the true reality, and he had to change with them if he was to survive. These brides would take his head right off his shoulders if he gave them an inch, and he couldn’t afford the slightest hesitation. He’d already killed two women since his awakening, and he knew he could do it again, though perhaps “women” was too generous a word for monsters like Plainsborough and Marsh.

Clarke double-checked an inner pocket for his smoke grenade, then everyone switched on their flashlights.

“Everyone set?” he asked, and his companions nodded. “All right. Let’s do this.”

Clarke led the way down the shaft. The air was cold and damp, and a chill settled into his bones as they descended. They reached the bottom and proceeded forward through holes blasted in shattered walls. They advanced cautiously, alert for the presence of their target. Brooke sniffed the air at each junction and listened before shaking her head.

They pressed onward, and Clarke began to wonder if Shimoda had slipped out without them spotting her. He received his answer when they arrived at the circular chamber at the center, the White Door upright⁠—

—and wide open, revealing a long, dark tunnel.

“Well, that’s new,” Sammy said quietly.

“Weird-ass door.” Brooke sampled the air, snout bobbing. “Shimoda passed through here maybe an hour ago. Don’t think she’s nearby.”

“An hour means she came straight here,” Clarke said. “And if she isn’t nearby …”

“You think she went inside?” Sammy gestured at the door.

“I don’t see where else she’d be.”

“The door wasn’t open when you two were here last, right?” Brooke asked.

“No, it was sealed up tight.”

Clarke tested the silver handle. It turned freely and without a sound. He swung the door back and forth experimentally. It glided on silent hinges. He circled around to the back, just to confirm for himself the tunnel wasn’t there.

It wasn’t.

“Maybe she and Faraday found a way to unlock it when they visited two days ago,” Sammy suggested.

“Maybe.”

“What’s the call, Clarke?” Brooke pointed a thumb down the tunnel. “Want me to scout ahead?”

“No, we’ll stick together. Let’s go.”

Clarke approached the opening and stretched out his free hand. He half-expected to encounter some form of invisible barrier or perhaps a feeling of resistance. Instead, he felt nothing. Just the open air within a perfectly normal doorframe.

“Normal,” he thought. Right. Just keep telling yourself that.

He took one cautious step through the door, tapped the stone floor with the toe of his boot, then shifted his weight forward. The floor was solid and flat, yet rough enough for his boot to grip the surface comfortably. It was mostly grays and blacks but shot with faint veins of white in a strange inversion of common marble. The narrow walls and close ceiling were constructed from a similar material.

“Seems safe enough.” Clarke nodded, more to himself than the others. He cast his flashlight’s beam over the walls, but they drank in the light greedily. “Guess there’s nothing to it.”

He led the way down the tunnel at a cautious, steady pace. Despite the width of the White Door, the tunnel itself widened enough for them to advance shoulder to shoulder with room to spare. They slowly made their way to a gray square of light at the end, then switched off their flashlights once they came close.

The tunnel opened onto a wide shelf of the same dark marble. Rough walls vaulted upward to a craggy ceiling, and a passage gaped wide to the left. Indirect light spilled across the floor, and the air tasted stale and dead.

Clarke led them toward the light, over a wide but shallow pile of rubble, and then out into a grand tunnel wide enough to support eight lanes of traffic. Stone pillars towered overhead at regular intervals. Clarke couldn’t make out the ceiling, which was so black he wasn’t sure there was a ceiling. Globes glowed atop most of the pillars, some with bright, pure radiance, others dimmed to a soft gray. About one in three had cracked or toppled.

The tunnel stretched away in both directions with no visible end, which didn’t make sense on multiple levels. A structure this huge should have bent to disappear behind the horizon, but instead it was perfectly flat as far as he could tell, disappearing toward a tiny, dark point at one end, and a bright pinprick in the other.

“What is this?” Clarke turned around in a circle. He couldn’t find any sign of Shimoda, or anyone else for that matter.

“Yeah, tell me about it.” Sammy put her hand on her hips. “We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto.”

“We never were in Kansas,” Brooke replied dryly, “and don’t call me Toto.”

Sammy rolled her eyes. “Okay, for once, I was not making a dog joke at your expense.”

“Are we even underneath the city anymore?” Clarke asked.

“Maybe we’re not,” Sammy said. “Maybe the White Door took us somewhere.”

“Or nowhere,” Brooke added suddenly.

Clarke and Sammy gave the werewolf confused looks.

“I mean like we’re in a pocket dimension or something,” Brooke clarified. “Like being inside the TARDIS.”

“I suppose that’s as good a guess as any right now.” Clarke looked around again. “Is this supposed to be the Portal of Gold? Because it doesn’t look the part.”

“I know what you mean,” Sammy replied. “If it is, someone goofed when they named it.”

“Maybe this leads to the Portal?” Brooke bobbed her head toward the lit end of the tunnel. “Thataway?”

“I don’t see where else Shimoda could have gone.” Clarke started in that direction, but Brooke grabbed his shoulder, and he stopped.

“I hear something.” She bared her fangs, her voice low. “From behind that fallen pillar.”

“Check it out. Quietly.”

Brooke nodded, then bounded away on all fours. She dashed across the ground until she reached the pillar, which was twice as thick as she was tall and cracked in several places. She stepped carefully through the surrounding rubble, then craned her neck to peer through a crack in the pillar. She stayed like that for half a minute then hurried back to Clarke and Sammy.

“Bunch of blue skellies on the other side,” Brooke reported softly. “Maybe six or eight. They’re just standing around. I don’t think they saw me.”

“Blue skellies?”

“Don’t know what they’re called.” The werewolf shrugged. “Frost skeletons, maybe? They looked like they’re armored in ice.”

“Shimoda.” Sammy made a fist. “Let’s smash them. She can’t be far.”

Clarke shut his eyes and focused on the ambient magic. Sensation prickled the edge of his consciousness, full of ice and death and a harsh, frigid malice. It was patient, too. Primed to strike. He couldn’t sense the yuki-onna herself. Was she close by, or had she left these skeletons behind as a rear guard?

“Follow me. Let’s break some bones.”

He led them toward the fallen pillar, his steps swift but cautious as he avoided stirring the loose rubble. He’d almost reached the shattered remains of its glow globe when a wide magical circle blazed bright blue behind them. Sensations of sharpness and a deathly chill shot down his spine, and he whirled around, thirstblade ready.

Radiant snowflakes coalesced into six skeletons within a wide ring of glowing runes. The light faded, revealing translucent bones with a bluish inner frost. Hardened arcs of ice fortified their chests and limbs, and icy circlets protected their bare skulls. Their eye sockets were dead holes of purest black.

One circle of runes faded, and an inner layer pulsated with energy. Spears of ice formed in their bony hands, and they aimed the translucent tips at Clarke and the others.

Behind them, another six skeletons leaped on top of the pillar, armed with white bows and quivers of ice arrows.

“A trap?!” Sammy exclaimed.

“Doesn’t matter!” Clarke began gathering strength for a spell. “Hold them off for me! Smash them up!”

Brooke released a vicious howl, her maw wide and claws spread. An arrow flew past Clarke’s ear and stuck her in the shoulder, but she didn’t even flinch. She burst forward and leaped onto the pillar. Her momentum slammed her into a skeleton, and together they crashed onto the pillar with Brooke on top.

She clenched her jaw around its neck with literal bone-breaking force and jerked its head off. The skull rolled off the pillar while the headless skeleton tried to squirm out from under her. She ripped its chest open with her claws. Frost caked her muzzle as she rose to face the other archers, ears back, fury and violence in her yellow eyes.

A pair of ice arrows flashed against Clarke’s shield and wheeled off, sparking with red energy. Another arrow stuck Sammy in the stomach, and she glanced down at it, her lips pursed with mild disappointment.

“Oh, like this’ll stop me.”

Two spear skeletons ran her through from behind, and she rolled her eyes. Her whole body liquefied, and she spewed out of her clothes in a geyser of pink slime. She arced through the air and splashed onto one of the skeletons, enveloping it. The skeleton writhed within its slime prison, and a desperate hand reached out before it shattered at the wrist and dropped off. The rest of its bones snapped one by one, and Sammy released the corpse in a vomit of icy blue splinters.

“What do you know?” the slime girl snarked as she reformed into a naked humanoid. “Frost skellies taste like blue snow cones!”

Clarke readied his spell. He wasn’t sure a regular Blood Boil could harm these skeletons, given their lack of blood and—perhaps—even conventional bones. But his arsenal wasn’t limited to regular spells anymore.

He released a surge of pent-up energy, and a roiling crimson shockwave exploded out from his body. The spell slid over and around Sammy and Brooke without harming them, but the skeletons took the full force of his Boosted Wide Blood Boil. The monsters threw their heads back, jaws open in silent screams. Steam rose from their weapons and armor—even their empty eye sockets—as water dribbled down their bodies and pooled at their feet.

Their bones shrank and turned clear. Limbs dropped and shattered. Heads rolled off shoulders. Chests caved in, and legs snapped apart. The skeletons dropped to the ground in heaps that resembled splinters of glass, all melting down until only clear water remained.

“Holy shit, Clarke!” Sammy exclaimed. “Leave some for us!”

“Whoa.” Clarke held his head and staggered back into Brooke’s arms. “I think I overdid it that time.”

“Need some health?” The werewolf propped him back onto his feet.

“No, I’m good. The dizziness is passing.” He held out the thirstblade, and the weapon Drained the dregs of unlife evaporating into the air. “There,” he sighed. “That’s better. The cost of my spells seems to be dropping as my skills improve. I’m pretty sure casting that would have killed me several months ago.”

“Shimoda’s got to be close.” Sammy picked up her clothes and stuffed them into her chest.

“Yeah, but—” Brooke’s ears shot up, and she glanced back the way they’d come. “Trouble’s heading our way! Don’t know what!”

“From behind us?” Clarke raised his sword again.

“Ah, hell!” Sammy formed her fists into mallets.

Clarke heard the creature before he saw it. It stomped with leaden footfalls down the stone path, accompanied by irregular zips and crackles and the fierce rushing of water through pipes. An erratic yellow light reflected off dark marble, and then the creature plodded into the main tunnel.

Heavy metal boots led up to oval segments for its calves and thighs, each joined by arcs of yellow energy. A bronze mask stood out in the center of a rounded, oval torso, and two heavy curved pauldrons led to more smooth, disconnected segments to form the arms. Its hands were composed of disjointed plates over crackling energy. The entire mechanism was surrounded by a fine, watery mist.

“I know this one!” Sammy declared. “It’s a storm golem!”

“Faraday’s here,” Brooke growled, spreading her claws.

“Ladies, we’re pulling out!” Clarke lowered his stance. “Take this thing down, but watch out for the brides! Chances are they’re here somewhere!”

Brooke roared at the golem and charged. The golem clenched a buzzing, energized fist and swung, but Brooke dodged. Its fist hit the ground in a burst of thunder and watery spray while Brooke sprinted around and behind the monster. She leaped onto its back and raked her claws through metal armor.

The golem hunkered down, the distance between each segment shortening, and then magical electricity exploded out from its body, throwing Brooke back. She landed on her side, rolled, and then bounded back onto her hands and knees, snarling.

“That hurt.” Brooke’s lips curled back, and smoke rose from singed fur. “This one doesn’t like to be touched.”

“Then we make it play nice.” Clarke drew his revolver and fired three quick shots into the monster. The first zinged off the armored torso, but the second and third punched through. The Cripple spells triggered with showers of ethereal petals, and the electric arcs across the golem dimmed.

The face in the middle of the golem’s torso opened its mouth, and electricity snapped between metal teeth, whether with rage or pain or some other emotion, Clarke couldn’t tell. Either way, the golem appeared weakened.

“Now!” he shouted, rushing in, sword high.

The golem swung at him, but he sidestepped the attack and cleaved off a few fingers.

Sammy pulled back a cartoonishly long arm and punched the golem in the shoulder. Armor imploded, and the golem staggered sideways to regain its footing.

Brooke leaped back onto the golem and scurried over the top, her clawed hands and feet piercing through the metal. She reached down from its shoulders, grabbed the bronze face with both hands, and yanked hard on it. The face came partially out, anchored to the torso by a cluster of cables. Brooke growled and pulled harder, and the cables strained and snapped while the face cried out with an electric crackle.

With a sudden blur of motion, the golem snatched Brooke off its back and slammed her into the ground, its massive fist around her left wrist. It raised one heavy boot and brought it crashing down onto her elbow, shattering every bone in the joint.

Brooke howled in pain, and then the golem shifted its massive weight around, tugging on her forearm. Skin ripped open, and muscles tore free from bone. Brooke, wide-eyed and frantic, clawed at the boot with her free hand, but the golem was far heavier and stronger.

Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, and red chains ensnared the golem’s limbs. They slowed its ponderous motions but lacked the strength to hold the creature, and with one final jerk, it ripped Brooke’s forearm off in a spray of blood.

“Get away from her!” Clarke screamed, his thirstblade sizzling through the air. He cast Sacrifice, pouring life and blood into his strike, and his blade cleaved though the golem’s torso, the tip barely grazing its face.

Metal bubbled across the cut, brightening to a rich orange, and then the wound exploded, splitting the golem in two. The top half flew high, then landed several yards away, and the lower torso and legs took one heavy step forward and then fell over.

The werewolf rolled away, cradling her mutilated left arm.

“Brooke …” Clarke said softly, holding out a hand to her.

“It’s fine,” she growled, her voice strained. She grabbed Clarke’s hand, and he helped haul her upright. “It’ll heal.”

“That it will,” he replied quietly, his face grim at the sight of her crushed elbow and the hanging bits of meat.

“We’ve got more skellies!” Sammy shouted. “They’re coming around the pillar!”

Ice arrows zipped by, and Clarke spread his shield protectively around Brooke. A few ricocheted off, and the others landed around their feet.

“Hate to admit it, Clarke,” Brooke groaned, “but that thing beat the fight out of me. I can keep going, but …”

“Don’t you worry,” Clarke said. “You’ve done enough. Sammy, on me!”

The slime girl hustled over.

“I’m getting you ladies out of here.” Clarke retrieved the smoke grenade and pulled the pin. He dropped it at their feet. “Here, let me carry you.”

“I can still walk,” Brooke growled.

“Yeah, but you can’t fly.”

Red smoke swirled about their ankles, and Clarke slung one arm under Brooke’s legs, then the other behind her back.

“Sammy, get on!”

“You got it.” Sammy jumped onto Clarke’s back and reshaped herself into a pink backpack. “‘Marines, we are leaving!’”

A dozen frost skeletons rounded the pillar, holding a phalanx formation bristling with ice spears, archers in the back. A second storm golem trudged toward them from the other direction.

“Hang on, you two!”

Clarke cast Fly and lifted off the ground. Their bodies soaked in the Invisibility spell, and they vanished into the spreading red haze. The frost skeletons fired a second volley, but Clarke rose to avoid it. The storm golem slowed to a ponderous gait, and Clarke shot past it back the way they’d come.

He turned down the tunnel leading back to the White Door, tilting onto his side at the end to fit Brooke through. He kept his eyes open for any sign of Faraday or Shimoda, but didn’t see either of them.

Had this been a trap all along? Were the two brides even down here? He’d seen Shimoda enter the cemetery and had assumed she’d gone down to study the White Door, but had she really?

He didn’t know. What he did know was he needed to get all three of them to safety.

He headed for the surface: across the labyrinth around the White Door, up the narrow staircase to the surface, and then out onto the cemetery. He floated above the dense field of gravestones, found his bearings, and was about to dash toward the van when lightning struck the grave. The stone angel exploded with a peal of thunder, and ice shards rained upon on the ruined tomb. Shimoda and Faraday ran out into the open to inspect their handiwork, then began searching the area when they failed to find any bodies.

Seems the line between hunter and hunted is a blurry one, he thought darkly. A pang of worry shot through him, and he feared one of the brides would look up and see them, but Ixia’s magic kept their presence shrouded, and they’d remain hidden until he touched back down.

The two brides shifted rubble aside and headed down the secret passage.

Brooke whined in his arms—a quiet, high-pitched sound. She cut it off abruptly, perhaps unwilling to show weakness in his presence, which only magnified his concern.

He gritted his teeth, found his bearings, and flew toward their vehicle.


Sixteen


Sammy drove the van while Clarke tended to Brooke’s injuries in the back. The wolf girl’s left arm ended in tatters of meat and skin, and she stared at it, back in her hybrid form, eyes filled with tears. Clarke applied disinfectant and bandages from their first aid kit, though he wasn’t sure how helpful it would be. The bleeding had already stopped, and the area pulsed with the first signs of regeneration. Still, he cleaned the area thoroughly before wrapping it tight.

“I’m sorry, Clarke.” Brooke sniffled and wiped under her nose with her remaining hand. “I fucked up.”

“No, you didn’t.” Clarke closed the first aid kit and sat beside her in the back of the van.

“But I did. I mean, just look at me!” Brooke held up her bandaged stump. “I shouldn’t have let this happen. I got cocky, and I let you and everyone else down. Now, the situation is worse, and it’s all my fault.”

“Come on, Brooke. Don’t beat yourself up like this.”

“But why shouldn’t I?” She squeezed her eyes shut, then blinked them open. Fresh tears ran down her cheeks. “Face it. I can’t go to school like this. It’ll take at least a week, maybe two for this to heal, and my absence is going to lead the brides right to us.”

Clarke knelt in front of her, unsure what to say. Yes, he shared her fears, but her injuries weren’t her fault. If anything, the fault lay with him. He was Broken Fang’s leader, and he’d charged right into the brides’ trap.

Could he have avoided it somehow? He wasn’t sure. They were stuck in a deadly game of cat and mouse with the d-hunter and his brides, but which animal was he? He’d thought himself the cat, stalking his prey, ready to pounce when the time was right.

But was he really the mouse imagining himself the cat?

He’d underestimated the brides, and his lack of foresight had cost Brooke an arm. But despite his failings, and despite the pain she’d endured because he wasn’t a good enough and wise enough leader, all her thoughts turned to how she’d let him down.

You’re a strong woman, Brooke, he thought, gazing upon his lover with admiration. Sure, you have a powerful body, but you have a big heart, too. You’re a selfless member of the team, and I love that part of you dearly, but sometimes you can be too selfless.

“Brooke, I know you’ve just been through a lot.” Clarke gripped her shoulders. “You’re suffering from severe physical trauma. Sure, you’re a werewolf and you’ll recover—I get that—but you still just had half an arm ripped off! Your head’s got to be frazzled right now, so I want you to focus on staying calm, okay? Don’t worry about the brides. Don’t worry about school. Let us handle those; you focus on getting better, all right? That’s your top priority. Can you do that for me?”

“I—” She sniffled again, then wiped away the tears. “Yeah, Clarke. I can do that.”

She glanced to her stump and her lower lip trembled, but she stiffened it, her face hardening with fresh resolve.

“You didn’t let me down.” He gave her shoulders a squeeze. “Not even close, and I won’t hear anything to the contrary. We’re a team, and I’m so glad you’re a part of it. Broken Fang wouldn’t be what it is without you there to rip the bad guys a new one.”

Brooke chuckled. It was a weak, strained gesture, but a happy one. His words were reaching her, easing her mental turmoil, if only a little.

“I am pretty good at that,” she said.

“Damn right, you are.” He wiped a thumb under one of her eyes, drying a tear she’d missed. “We’ll get through this. I know we will.”

He sat back across from Brooke, glad to see her eyes and ears perk up.

Now I just need to figure out how, he thought. Brooke is right. If this has shown us anything, it’s that we can’t underestimate the brides. They predicted our moves and laid a trap for us. If they find Brooke’s arm and then notice the track and field werewolf who suddenly stops attending, they’ll investigate.

And when they do, they’ll find all of us living together at the mansion.

“Clarke?”

He shook himself and turned to the driver’s seat. Sammy made eye contact through the rearview mirror, and her eyes flashed blue.

“Yeah?” he asked.

“I may have a solution to Brooke’s problem. A bit of a long shot, but …”

“I’m all ears.”

“There may be a way to speed up her regen. You two okay with a detour to McDonald’s?”
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“Could you repeat that, ma’am?” crackled the voice through the drive-through speaker.

Sammy frowned and leaned out of the van’s window.

“I said, I’d like one hundred cheeseburgers. One-Zero-Zero. Is that clear enough for you?”

“Uh, yes, ma’am. One hundred cheeseburgers. Are those going to be combo meals?”

“No. Just the burgers.”

“That’ll be three sixteen ninety-four. Please pull up to the second window.”

“Thank you.”

Sammy paid at the window, and the attendant asked them to pull ahead while their order was prepared. She parked the van and joined Brooke and Clarke in the back.

“What are the burgers for?” Clarke asked.

“Fuel. Beef to rebuild muscle and cheese for the bones.”

“Food will only go so far,” Brooke said. “Gorging myself won’t speed up the process.”

“The burgers aren’t for you.”

Clarke and Brooke glanced to each other, then turned back to Sammy. The slime girl undressed Brooke’s wound and examined the raw, reddened flesh. She ran her fingers across every lump, probed every crevice. Brooke winced twice but otherwise remained stationary. After a few minutes, Sammy gave them a satisfied nod and sat back.

“Brooke, I want to try something on your arm. Not sure it’ll work, but we won’t know unless I give it a shot.”

“You’re not going to make me throw up, are you?”

“Not on purpose.”

Brooke’s eyes narrowed and her ears flattened.

“No way to know if this’ll work unless we try,” Sammy said. “You okay with that?”

“I guess.”

“Okay. Here goes. Let me know how it feels.”

Sammy pressed a soft hand against Brooke’s stump, and her palm bowed inward. She wrapped the appendage up to the elbow in pink slime and held it there. Thin traceries of blue appeared within her like tiny, glowing veins.

“Oh, wow.” Brooke closed her eyes and rested her head back. “That’s nice.”

“I was hoping you’d say that. You let me know if anything changes.”

“Sure,” Brooke replied in a dreamy tone. “Yeah …”

“What’s going on?” Clarke asked. “Are you soothing the wound somehow?”

“More than that, I hope.” Sammy flashed a tentative smile. “If this works the way I think it will, I’ll speed up Brooke’s regen. That’s what the burgers are for; I need fuel to help her rebuild the limb.”

“I didn’t know you could do this.”

“Neither did I until recently. I started to suspect I had this ability shortly after you gave me that infusion of magic.” She winked at him. “Something’s been changing inside of me steadily ever since. The most obvious difference is I’ve gained more precise control over my toxins, but at the same time, I’ve become aware of a new factor within my body. A counterpart of sorts to my toxins. Their opposite, you might say.”

“Their opposite?” Clarke blinked and regarded the limb covered in slime once more. “Wait a second. You mean you can heal with a touch now, too?”

“Seems so.”

“Oh yeah.” Brooke sighed contently. “Definitely so.”

Sammy retracted her slime and examined the wound. The differences were subtle: a smoothing of the flesh and the uniform redness of cells hard at work rebuilding.

But the wound was farther along than it had been only a few short minutes ago.

“Sammy, this is fantastic!” Clarke beamed at her. “You’re actually doing it!”

The slime girl smiled back.

“Guess that means I’m the team medic now.”
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Clarke accepted the order and piled the bags of cheeseburgers on top of and in front of the passenger seat. He handed one bag back to Sammy and drove them toward the mansion. Sammy shoved the whole bag—wrappers and all—into her chest and continued to hold Brooke’s stump in a cocoon of slime.

They transferred from the rental to the BMW X7 at a parking deck in downtown Chester Creek, and Clarke checked in with Emma and the others, bringing them up to speed. Ashley deployed a more intense battery of Scrying spells to the area but couldn’t spot any signs of pursuit. If the brides were nearby, they were heavily Concealed, but Clarke considered that unlikely. He’d seen them duck into the passage leading to the White Door, so he felt reasonably confident they’d shaken off any form of pursuit.

It was after midnight when Clarke pulled into the mansion. Ixia met them in the garage and gave Brooke a potion to speed the healing along even further. They found Emma in the kitchen, grilling steaks lathered in cheddar and provolone to serve as “fuel” for both Sammy and Brooke. The ladies let him know they had the situation under control, and Clarke used the opportunity to wash up and catch a few winks.

He checked in on Brooke Friday morning, shortly after sunrise.

“Check it out, Clarke!” Brooke waved at him with a baby hand and forearm at the end of her stump.

“Wow.” Clarke felt his eyebrows raise. “That’s great for just one night. How far along is that?”

“Maybe a third of the way there.” She flexed her tiny fingers. “Should be good as new in a few days.”

“Great. That means you’ll only miss out on today’s classes.”

“And I don’t have field practice today, so that gives us even more cover.” Her ears flicked. “I’m sorry about my outburst in the van.”

“Don’t be. If a monster had ripped my arm off, I’d be out of sorts, too.”

“Thanks, Clarke.” She smiled toothily at him. “I really appreciate you being this understanding, and I’m glad we found a solution.”

“Speaking of that, how are the others? Did they stay up late last night?”

“Ixia and Sammy did. Everyone’s resting now, especially Sammy. Whatever she’s been doing takes a lot out of her.”

“I can imagine.” He opened the refrigerator. “Are there any cheeseburgers left?”

“A handful, plus about half the steaks. Sammy and I burned through everything else.”

He grabbed a cheeseburger from the fridge and placed it in the microwave. Emma and Ashley joined him a few hours later, and they headed to class, where the brides were back in character. Sammy and Ixia followed through with Brooke’s treatments over the weekend, and her arm was back to full strength by Sunday. During all that, they reviewed what they’d encountered under the cemetery, but no one knew what to make of what lay beyond the White Door.

Broken Fang maintained a low profile the following week, keeping their eyes on the brides but taking no offensive action. Strangely, the brides seemed to have adopted the same approach, defensively sticking together whenever possible. Had the brides been rattled by their failure to kill them underneath the cemetery? That struck Clarke as wishful thinking, but he couldn’t deny at least some change in their disposition.

Both groups spent the week on the defensive, and soon Saturday arrived.

That’s when the next crisis hit.
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“I fucked up.”

Sammy slouched against the wall in Clarke’s bedroom, arms crossed under her breasts and a despondent look on her face. She was fully dressed whereas Clarke had only put on a T-shirt and boxers.

“I suppose that’s one way to start a conversation,” he replied dryly.

“I’m being serious, Clarke. I really fucked up!”

“Easy now. Let’s take this one step at a time. Why don’t you start with what happened?”

“Okay, so, I’ve told you about my parents, right?”

“A bit. You’re an only child to humans, so at least one of your parents has some recessive demihuman traits. Probably your mother, but that’s just speculation. They’re big into real estate, which is where your family’s money came from and why we have this mansion to live in. You almost killed your father accidentally with your toxins, but other than that, you have a decent enough relationship with them.”

“Yep, that about sums it up.”

“Has something happened to your parents?”

She shook her head.

“Then what’s going on?” he prompted.

“Okay, it’s like this.” She sighed. “My parents miss me and occasionally want to have video calls. But they’re really busy, so sometimes we schedule them for weird hours. That’s why I was on a call with them this morning.”

“So far so good. And then what?”

“They saw this.” Sammy held up the golden band around her left ring finger.

“Oh dear.”

“They asked about it and … I told them the truth.”

“The truth?”

She nodded.

“The whole truth?”

“Well … yeah?”

“Sammy, you’re magically married to a guy you met less than half a year ago. Most parents wouldn’t take that news well.”

“I know, but …”

“Let me see if I have this straight. You told your parents—who are under the influence of vampiric hexes and therefore have no concept of magic or the secret underworld we exist in—that you got married.”

Sammy nodded.

“A marriage which, while real in a very magical sense—real to you and to me—was conducted outside the bounds of federal and state laws.”

Her expression grew darker and more hopeless.

“This could be a problem,” he said simply.

“It already is. They know about everyone else.”

“Everyone?” Clarke blinked in surprise. “You mean Emma and the others? They know about them?”

Sammy nodded again.

“How’d they find that out?” His brow creased with mounting worry. “You didn’t tell them the business about the harem, did you?”

“Heavens, no!” Sammy held up her hands. “I have at least that much sense! I’m guessing one of the groundskeepers blabbed to them. Told them about all the people living here. They didn’t ask about the others at first, but as soon as I told them about you, they started asking a lot of pointed questions, and I realized they knew more than they’d let on. A lot more.”

Clarke lowered his head.

Of course they would, he thought. All Sammy’s funds come from them. Therefore, they have eyes on every purchase she makes. On top of that, they pay the staff that maintains this property. That’s a lot of information at their fingers, if they suddenly take an interest in their daughter’s behavior.

Which they clearly have now that they know she’s married. Or, from their perspective, says she’s married.

So, what now? What’s their next move?

If they’re good parents—and they seem to be, from what I know—they’ll want to confirm their daughter is safe, healthy, and happy. Resources aren’t an issue for them. Time might be, but …

“They’re coming here,” Clarke said at last. “Aren’t they?”

Sammy frowned and nodded.

“They want to see me for themselves,” Clarke added. “See what kind of man is taking advantage of their daughter.”

“They didn’t use those exact words.” She gave him a little shrug. “But yeah. Pretty much that.”

“And the others?”

“Not sure. They may want to speak with everyone, but you’re the one they’re concerned about.”

“When will they be here?”

“Today. Their private jet should land sometime around noon, which places them here no later than one.”

“Oh, boy,” he sighed more than said.

“Yup.”

“They going to want to have a look around the mansion?”

“I’d almost guarantee it.”

“That’s going to be a problem.” Clarke massaged his suddenly aching temples. “We need to move as much of Ixia’s gear into storage as we can. Between the guns, grenades, and chemistry equipment, your parents are likely to believe we’re manufacturing narcotics. Brooke’s rooms are a disaster area, despite our best efforts to control her zoomies, so it wouldn’t hurt for us to clean them up as well. What else is there?”

“The magic circles Ashley and Ixia use,” Sammy said. “We can throw some rugs over them.”

“Will your parents see the circles, though? I thought the hexes prevented them from perceiving magic in its entirety.”

“True, but they’ve got some demihuman magic in them. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be the pink, stretchy self I am now. I think their hexes block everything, given how baffled they were when I started to turn into a slime, but do we really want to tempt fate with this?”

“Good point. We’ll play it safe and cover the circles. We should also have Brooke rein in the ears and tail for their visit, just to be extra careful.”

“She won’t mind. She stuck to that guise while we were weakening your hex, remember?”

“Can you think of anything else?”

“Not this minute.”

“All right, then.” He nodded, his jaw tense. “Let’s go tell the others.”
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Jean-Paul and Celine Eloise arrived in a white BMW M6. Clarke waited beside Sammy in the foyer, watching the turnabout. Both had dressed up for the occasion, with Clarke in a suit and Sammy in a long pink dress as a show of respect to her parents. He wasn’t sure the gesture would do any good, given the news they’d just been hit with, but it also didn’t hurt to try.

“Treating others with respect costs you nothing and can often open doors you didn’t know existed,” his father had once told him, and those words rang true.

“Your family sure does love their bimmers,” he said. “They even rent BMWs.”

“And why not? They’re good cars. Got to love that German engineering.”

“I don’t doubt they’re worth it. Just a little bit outside my price range.”

“Used to be outside, you mean.” She slipped her arm through his. “Only the best for my loving husband. Besides, even without me, you could be driving one if you wanted with all the monster-slaying money you’re raking in.”

“Let’s not mention that part to your parents, shall we?” He gave her arm a soft pat, and Sammy chuckled, though with an edge of nervousness.

Sammy’s parents approached the door, and Clarke swung it open for them. Jean-Paul was a short but solidly built man with a salt-and-pepper goatee and gray creeping into his hair, cut short and receding at the temples. His navy pinstripe suit sat on his shoulders well, and black wireframe glasses accentuated his dark eyes.

Celine possessed far more delicate features with a slender physique and an oval face framed by her cascade of rich, auburn hair. Her nose was small and her eyes bright and observant. She wore a beige dress accented by a gold necklace and earrings.

“You Clarke?” Jean-Paul asked pointedly, his voice deep and firm with hints of a French accent.

“I am. A pleasure to meet you, sir. And you as well, ma’am.”

Clarke offered his hand, but Jean-Paul didn’t accept it. Clarke grimaced after a few awkward seconds and returned the hand to his side. Neither parent made any move to embrace or kiss their daughter. Clarke knew that last part originated from Sammy’s toxic nature and the need to keep her parents safe, though in this moment, the added distance between parents and child would only increase the tension. There was no way the Eloises knew or could understand what Sammy had sacrificed for them.

“We need to speak with you,” Jean-Paul told Sammy.

“I’m sure you do,” Sammy replied smoothly. “The dining hall is empty, so why don’t the four of us⁠—”

“Alone.”

Sammy frowned at the sharpness in her father’s tone. She let out a quick breath and put on a brave face, though her arm tensed around Clarke’s.

“Dad, as I said, all four of us can use the dining room.”

“This really is something we should discuss with you in private.” Celine’s expression was more worried and sympathetic than her husband’s.

“I understand why you’d prefer to speak with me alone.” Sammy gave Clarke’s hand a quick squeeze. “But Clarke is my husband, whatever you may think, and he will be in the room, whether you like it or not.”

Celine crossed her arms uncomfortably and shifted her weight back. Jean-Paul’s eyes flicked from Clarke to his daughter, and he grumbled something deep in his throat.

“Suit yourselves.” He gestured to the side, beckoning his daughter to show them the way.

Sammy led them to the dining hall where the two pairs sat down across from each other. Clarke took the moment to study their expressions. He wasn’t an expert at reading people, but even he picked up on the cool confidence with which Jean-Paul moved and the fierce glint in his dark eyes. It was as if the man were playing cards and knew, beyond any shadow of a doubt, he held the winning hand.

“Samantha, we’re concerned about you,” Celine said.

“I understand that, Mom. But before you continue, I want you to hear me out. Clarke is a good man. Hell, he’s a great man, and I’m lucky to have not only met him, but to have had the chance to fall in love with him. He’s my soulmate, and nothing you say or do in the next few minutes is going to change that.”

Jean-Paul and Celine exchanged guarded looks. Celine closed her eyes and nodded. Her husband reached into his suit jacket and retrieved his phone.

“There’s something you need to see.” He pulled up an image on his phone, then placed it on the table and slid it toward Sammy. “That’s from about three weeks ago.”

Sammy spun the phone around and studied the image, her expression dull and unimpressed.

Clarke craned his neck to glance at it over her shoulder. The picture on the phone was of him seated in the X7 with Brooke kissing him through the window.

“Who the hell took this picture?” Sammy demanded, her gaze icy.

“One of the groundskeepers,” her father replied.

“You have people spying on me?”

“We’re looking out for your best interests, Sweety. And a good thing, too! Just look what we caught!”

“So what?” Sammy slid the phone back contemptuously.

A cold, uncomfortable silence settled over the table. The Eloises, who’d thought until only a few moments ago that they possessed an ironclad way to reach their daughter, suddenly found themselves without any ammunition at all. Jean-Paul stared at them in stark disbelief while Celine frowned and swallowed, clasping her hands tightly.

“So what?” Jean-Paul said at last. “Sweety, this man is cheating on you!”

“No, he’s not.”

“Then what do you call this?” Jean-Paul planted a finger atop the image. “Are you going to claim this happened before you two eloped? That, somehow, the timing makes it okay?”

“No,” Sammy replied stiffly. “Brooke can kiss him whenever she wants.”

“But, Sweety, she’s not his wife.”

“Not yet.”

“Not yet?” her father echoed weakly, and sat back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It’s complicated. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Then I suggest you make me understand, young lady! Right now!”

“Why should I?”

“Because I’m still your father, damn it!”

“Dad, I’m an adult, and I can make adult decisions on my own. My personal life is none of your business.”

Clarke cringed and cleared his throat, desperate to salvage the conversation before it spiraled out of control.

“Sammy, perhaps we should⁠—”

“I’m making it my business!” Jean-Paul pointed a finger at Clarke. “Mark my words, this man is as false as they come! I’ve met his ilk many times before. He’ll put on a kind face and drip sweet nothings into your ears all day long. He’ll tell you whatever fantasies you want to hear, but what he’s really after is your money, pure and simple.”

“Sir.” Clarke sat up straighter. “I understand and sympathize with your desire to protect your daughter. However, I resent and reject these baseless accusations.”

“Baseless, huh?” Jean-Paul tapped his phone once more.

“As your daughter said, it’s a complex situation.”

More than you can possibly imagine, he added silently.

“Then why don’t you explain it to me?” Jean-Paul leaned in. “What’s so hard about that?”

“Well …”

Where would you like me to start, sir? he thought dryly. The succubus who wants me to fuck her mom or the werewolf with the bondage fetish? Or maybe I should dive straight into the deep end and bring up the witch pregnant with my firstborn.

“It’s … very difficult to explain, sir.”

“I’m not leaving until I hear an answer.”

Clarke glanced to Sammy, who gave him a “Why not?” gesture.

“Fine.” Clarke sighed and spread his hands. “You want to know? Well then, buckle up, because here it comes.”

He cleared his throat and collected himself.

“There are currently five women living in this mansion, and I’m in love with all of them, your daughter included. However, I fully intend to marry all five, God willing.” He paused in thought, then swirled his hand vaguely. “And that might be a literal thing in one case.”

The Eloises stared back at him with wide, horrified eyes.

“Please don’t give me those looks,” Clarke said. “You’re the ones who insisted on an answer. We knew you wouldn’t understand.”

Their eyes turned to Sammy, who flashed a cool smile.

“Everything he said is true, though he left out how one of those women—not me—is pregnant with his kid, and at least three more of us desperately want to bear his children. It’s just a question of timing.”

“You realize I was trying to soften the blow with that omission.”

“And I decided to lay it all out.”

“Well, they are your parents, so I suppose that decision’s yours to make.”

The Eloises looked to each other in shocked silence, then turned back to the newlyweds, their eyes as wide and blank as before. The room was silent for long, uncomfortable seconds, but then Jean-Paul rose, regaining some of his lost composure.

“Is this really what you want?”

“It is,” Sammy replied with absolute conviction. “And nothing you do or say will change my mind.”

“We’ll see about that.”

Her father’s gaze turned cold. He held out his hand to Celine, who took it and rose to join him. The two left without another word.


Seventeen


“That could have gone better.” Clarke sat down beside Sammy on the foyer’s bottom stairs. “I’m not sure telling them the truth was the best approach.”

“Well, what were we supposed to do?” Sammy asked with a frustrated shrug. “I know it was my fault for digging the hole in the first place. But I didn’t want to lie to my parents, and avoiding the question wasn’t working.”

“Point taken. What do you think they’ll do next?”

“I don’t know.” She propped an elbow on her knee and rested her head in her hand. “But they’re not going to give up, that’s for sure. My parents are as stubborn as they come. They’ll try to reach me, somehow.”

“Then I guess we need to figure out a way to reach them.”

“Yeah …” Sammy blew out a breath. “Hell if I know how, though.”

“We’ll think of something.” Clarke draped an arm around her shoulders. “I’m not going to let our relationship create a fissure between you and your parents. Yes, it’s off to a rocky start, but we’ll make this work. You have my word.”

“Thanks.” Sammy reached up and squeezed his hand.

“Is this a bad time?”

Clarke and Sammy both looked over to find Ashley standing nearby.

“It is, isn’t it?” The angel frowned. “Even I can tell.”

“It’s fine.” Clarke gave Sammy’s shoulder one final pat and rose. “No rest for the weary. What’s up?”

“A development. Maybe an opportunity. The brides are on the move.”
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Clarke gathered the members of Broken Fang in the kitchen, and Ashley approached the head of the table to lay out the situation.

“Late last night, I spotted both brides heading beneath the Old Chester Cemetery. I Scried the area repeatedly throughout the night, and this morning I spotted them coming back out. Once outside, they made their way to the admin building and stayed there for several hours. The interesting part is they left through different exits.”

“The brides have split up?” Emma asked, and Ashley nodded.

“Shimoda returned to the cemetery and headed back underground. Faraday is now in the stadium, probably in or near her office.”

“Could be an opening for us to strike.” Emma turned to Clarke. “If so, we’ve got our choice of targets.”

“I say we take out Faraday.” Brooke flexed her regenerated hand, her eyes cold. “We can get in and out of the stadium easily enough. If we target Shimoda, we’ll have to contend with those damned ruins again, and who knows how deep she’s gone or what surprises she’s left for us.”

“I doubt Faraday will be a cakewalk.” Sammy sighed. “That storm golem of hers was one tough customer, but Brooke is right. If we need to abort, the stadium’s the way to go. If we go too deep underground, we only have one narrow path to fall back through.”

“Neither option is without risk.” Ixia frowned, playing with her silver necklace. “And matters may be worse than they seem. The brides have suckered us once already. What’s to say this isn’t an attempt to draw us out?”

“Nothing,” Ashley said bluntly. “But the brides are separated, and there’s plenty of daylight left.”

“I know what you’re saying.” Ixia let her necklace dangle. “But this may not be the window we’re looking for.”

“We can’t sit on our butts waiting for the perfect opportunity.” Emma’s voice was soft yet forceful. “It may never come. A d-hunter and his brides are out there, and they have us in their crosshairs. We need to take them out first.”

“What if we move in and the brides immediately try to regroup?” Ixia asked. “The stadium and the cemetery are within walking distance of each other, and both brides can fly.”

“Ashley and I can keep our eyes on the cemetery,” Emma said. “We can position ourselves on the admin building’s roof. That gives us good sightlines to most of the cemetery. If Shimoda comes back out, we warn Clarke and the others, and I’ll be close by in case they need fire support.”

“It’s still too risky, if you ask me.” Ixia crossed her arms and turned to Clarke.

“All of you bring up valid points,” Clarke said. “The simple truth is we have no way of knowing what to expect until we’re in the thick of it. Yes, we need to be careful, but we also can’t let caution paralyze us into indecision. We’ve been on the back foot since the brides showed up in Chester Creek. It’s about time for us to seize the initiative.”

He glanced across the table. Brooke grinned, baring her fangs, and Sammy thumped a fist. Emma smiled slyly, her eyes cool and focused, and even Ixia nodded her acceptance of the decision. The witch may have argued against an attack this time, but the team’s disposition had transformed with his decision, shifting from debate to planning.

“Which bride are we targeting?” Ixia asked.

“Faraday. The tunnels present too much of a risk, so we’ll go for the stadium. Emma, Ashley, I want you two on that roof watching our backs.”

“You got it, Clarke,” Emma said.

“Want me to reconfigure a smoke grenade for Emma and Ashley?” Ixia asked.

Clarke glanced over to the angel with a questioning lift of his eyebrow.

“I should be able to cover the two of us on my own,” Ashley said. “A combination of Concealment and Invisibility will permit us to get in and out of position without being seen, and there are plenty of statues and crenellations along the building’s roof for us to hide behind.”

“Agreed,” Emma said. “We’ve got that angle covered.”

“Then that just leaves your guns.” Ixia faced Clarke. “I recommend a full load of Cripple for everyone. Faraday may resist the spells, but her summons won’t be so fortunate.”

“I’d like to see her resist holes from a .44 Magnum.” Brooke’s ears flattened, and she flashed a vicious grin. “Or my claws.”

“There’s that, too,” Ixia agreed.

“Anything else we need to discuss?” Clarke met each of their gazes. No one spoke up, and he rose. “In that case, gear up, everyone. We head out in fifteen minutes.”
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Clarke, Brooke, and Sammy gathered inside the archway before one of the stadium’s forty gates. Clarke had once again adjusted the lines of his face and the color of his hair to mask his identity. Sammy had done the same, though with far greater flexibility and expertise, and Brooke kept her face hidden beneath a deep hood.

Clarke glanced back to the admin building where Emma and Ashley had taken up position. He keyed his radio.

“Emma, how’s it look up there?”

“The cemetery is quiet as a grave. No sign of Shimoda or any suspicious activity.”

“Understood. We’re heading in.”

“Good luck.”

Clarke unlocked the doors with a quick cast of Minor Telekinesis, and they filed in. Brooke enlarged into a full, furry werewolf, and Sammy morphed into her natural slime form, albeit with a face and build that matched her latest false identity.

“I smell something.” Brooke bared her teeth. “There’s a strong hint of ozone. Could be from Faraday or her storm magic.”

“Sounds promising. Lead the way.”

Clarke snapped out his thirstblade and followed Brooke through the stadium’s interior. She led them down a long, straight corridor. The cinder block walls were painted red, and chain link fences sectioned off areas for equipment storage. Brooke stopped in front of a mesh security door with a heavy padlock. She ripped it off and swung the door open.

“Scent’s stronger in here.”

They passed between two rows of metal shelves stacked with red and white football helmets and pads, then came to a red cinder block wall.

“Straight ahead,” Brooke growled.

Clarke approached the wall and pressed his hand against it.

“Concealment, but with a strong aftertaste of iron. Definitely cast by a vampire.”

“Faraday’s not a bloodsucker,” Sammy whispered.

“No, but Rost was.” Clarke felt his way across the wall. “Faraday may be using his old lair.”

“Think we have her cornered?” Brooke cracked her knuckles.

“One can hope.” He groped around until his fingers brushed past the familiar shape of a doorknob. “Found the entrance. On your toes, everyone.”

He tested the knob. Locked, but Minor Telekinesis solved that. He eased the door open.

“Stairs,” Sammy grumbled. “Always with the ominous stairs. Why can’t vampires set up their lairs in luxury penthouses?”

“Maybe they’re more comfortable underground,” Brooke replied with a shrug.

“What makes you say that?”

“Well, they are the scum of the earth. Maybe they like being close to dirt.”

Sammy paused thoughtfully, then nodded.

“Yeah, I’m good with that answer. We’ll go with that.”

“Stay focused, ladies. Let’s go.”

Clarke descended through the narrow shaft to a red-walled room, its shelves piled high with old football helmets, shoulder pads, uniforms, and twisted chunks of scrap metal. A huge flag hung from the back wall depicting the university’s mascot with the word CHESTNUTS written underneath.

Clarke opened the metal door on the right to find a walk-in refrigerator with empty meat hooks hanging from the ceiling. He closed the door and moved on, rounding the room in a slow, methodical manner. He reached the Chestnuts flag and eased it aside.

There was a door behind it.

The door was cracked open.

Clarke took the flag down, rolled it up, and set it quietly aside. He pointed to the door and raised a finger to his lips. Both Sammy and Brooke nodded.

He eased the door all the way open and took one step in.

A magical circle flashed to life behind him. It spanned the entire room and sparked with jolts of electricity, its magic heavy with the roar of the storm and the lashing of harsh rain. The stench of ozone filled the air, and a multitude of helmets, pads, and scrap metal juddered off the shelves.

The equipment and junk metal rolled or scraped across the floor, collecting into jumbles that rose and shook themselves out, forming jagged arms and legs around padded cores. Over two dozen of them. The same number of empty helmets faced them with yellow energy snapping inside.

“Seriously?” Sammy made a sour face. “Animated junk in football gear? Am I supposed to feel threatened?”

She wound up a fist and punched the closest monster. The scrap metal humanoid exploded into its separate parts, but not before a flash of energy zapped her hand. She recoiled and shook out her limb, her fingers smoking.

“Ouch,” she said, more to acknowledge the pain rather than admit to a problem. “Correction. Electrified junk in football gear.”

“They’re called ‘shock scrappers.’” Brooke lowered her stance and spread her claws. “Remember what Emma told us about bronze dragonkin magic?”

“Sort of.” Sammy raised her fists. “I was paying more attention to the golems, not riffraff like this.”

The shock scrappers shambled into a rough line to block the exit.

And then they stopped, empty helmets facing the intruders.

“Uh, what are they waiting for?” Sammy asked. “An invitation?”

“Maybe they’re trying to hold us here?” Brooke suggested.

“Yeah, like that’ll work.” Sammy glanced over her shoulder. “Hey, Clarke, you want us to bust through and break out of here? If Faraday hasn’t shown up yet, she’s probably not here.”

“We’ll search the rest of the lair before we leave. Take them all out.”

“You got it!” Brooke roared, exploding forward to tackle a shock scrapper to the ground. Its left arm burst off from the force of the impact, and Brooke raked her claws through the torso, rending sports pads and metal with equal ease. The automaton’s body buzzed with electricity, and smoke rose from her fur, but the attack soon spluttered out.

Sammy scooped up the fallen helmet and fitted it over her fist like an oversized boxing glove. She swept one of the scrappers off its feet, ripped its helmet off, and then pummeled it with two protected fists.

Clarke cut through the closest scrapper with a vicious rising slash, and half of the monster slid off and crumpled to the ground. Sparks spat out of the wound, and energy arced against his shield, but he ignored the nuisance and cut down the next one.

The three of them made short work of the animated junk. Brooke raised a scrapper over her head and cracked it in half, Sammy flattened another against the wall, and Clarke hewed through them with ease. There may have been a time when they would have struggled with these foes, if only due to their numbers and damaging auras, but the trio had months of training and field experience under their belts. They’d been honed into a lethal monster-slaying team, and that tempering showed in the ruthless efficiency of each kill.

But despite their easy success, a corner of Clarke’s mind wondered at their enemy’s motivations. The brides knew what they were up against, at least in broad brushstrokes based on past encounters. Why deploy such mediocre summons?

He didn’t know the answer, and instead focused on the task in front of him. The lair stank with excess magic, with each toppled scrapper adding to the intensity. The magical miasma choked his ethereal senses with metal, ozone, and the chaos of the storm while the magical circle burned under their feat, cluttered with their fallen foes.

The last scrapper fell when Clarke cut it neatly in half from helmet to hip. The two halves fell away and burst into pieces upon hitting the ground.

“Clarke, something’s wrong.”

He turned at the sound of Brooke’s distressed voice. Smoke rose from her fur in several charred patches, but that didn’t seem to be the source of her unease as she gazed down at her own hands. Her limbs shortened, and the digitigrade bend in her legs reformed into human feet. Her fur receded and her snout pulled back into a confused grimace.

“Did you do that on purpose?” Clarke asked.

“No!” She examined her arms and then patted down her stomach and hips. Her face contorted with strain and effort, but then she gasped and shook her head. “I can’t shift back!”

“How’s that even possible?”

“I don’t know!”

“Clarke!” Sammy exclaimed. “Your face!”

“My …”

Clarke ran a hand over his jawline then pinched the bridge of his nose. The shape of his face had returned to normal without him realizing it. He glanced down at the oversized magic circle still thrumming with power and purpose.

Was the spell interfering with their powers?

“We need to get out of here! Move!”

Clarke sprinted through the exit and took the stairs up three at a time. He glanced back, saw the other two only a few paces behind him, and together they ran for it back through the stadium, their heavy footfalls echoing through the corridors.

“Clarke!” Sammy shouted. “It’s taking a lot of effort to hold this disguise! I feel it slipping!”

“Hold it, Sammy! Just a little bit further!”

He reached a T-junction and cut in toward the playing field.

“We’re not heading out the way we came?” Brooke asked urgently.

“Fewer eyes inside the stadium! We’ll use the grenade there and then fly out!”

They cut through a tunnel that led onto the field. He raced into the open, a hand inside his coat, fingers clutching the smoke grenade.

“There you are!”

The mocking, girlish voice shocked Clarke to the core, and he whirled around to find Faraday in the stands, her phone out, camera flash firing.

“And … sent!” Faraday declared with a happy flick across her screen.

Clarke gritted his teeth, the magnitude of their failure now laid bare. Their disguises had been stripped away, the bride had taken pictures of them, and she’d likely sent them to Shimoda or the d-hunter. Either way, they were screwed!

But Clarke didn’t permit himself the luxury of despair. He didn’t hesitate as their plans unraveled, only reacted with cold, brutal force. He raised his thirstblade and fed his essence into the furnace of his magic, burning life for mana, existence for power.

That power unfolded within his mind’s eye, and he swung, creating a powerful Scarlet Slash.

Faraday spread leathery wings and launched into the air. The hot tear in reality blazed fiercely, and the stands exploded into scything metal and chunks of concrete.

“Nice try, blood knight!” Faraday taunted. “But you’ve already lost. Payback’s a bitch, isn’t it?”

“What are you talking about?” Clarke snapped.

“I’ll give credit where it’s due. Using Truth and Reveal on my fellow bride was an unexpected twist. We underestimated you lot. But the good thing is I’m not above stealing your ideas. So tell me, did you enjoy my custom Reveal spell?”

“Go to hell.”

“Temper, temper!” Faraday gave him an insulting little wave. “Be seeing you, blood knight. Maybe sooner than you realize.”

The dragonkin flapped her wings and shot across the field. She banked over the press boxes and vanished from sight.

“We going after her?” Brooke asked, her tone uncertain.

“No,” he replied darkly, his mind racing to come to grips with all that had changed in a few short moments. He keyed his radio. “Emma, you there?”

“Right where you left me. What’s up?”

“We’re pulling back to the mansion. We …” He sighed, staring at where he’d lost track of Faraday. “We have a serious problem.”
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Clarke led Brooke and Sammy back to the parking deck where Emma and Ashley joined them, and then everyone piled into the X7. That had been their disengagement plan all along, but now the precautions left a bitter taste in his mouth. He couldn’t help but view them as ludicrous in the face of how exposed they were now.

He drove the team home, and Ixia joined in via speaker phone while he brought everyone up to speed. The vehicle was deathly quiet after he finished. He glanced at the rearview mirror, catching sight of long faces and lowered heads.

“What do we do now?” Brooke asked, her wolf ears limp.

“I can clear the effects of Faraday’s spell.” Ashley let out a quiet sigh. “Though I suspect it’s already fading.”

“It is.” Sammy held up a hand and formed it into a ball. “I’ve, uh, been testing different shapes out. I’m pretty much back to normal.”

“Me, too,” Brooke added weakly. “The shifting resistance I felt earlier is almost gone.”

“That’s good, at least.” Ashley met Clarke’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “How about you?”

“I won’t know until I have time in front of a mirror, but I’m sure it’ll be similar.”

Ashley nodded and sat back, frowning.

The vehicle fell silent except for the hum of the engine and the muted rumble of wheels on the road.

“I’m sorry, Clarke,” Brooke said at last, her eyes glistening.

“Whatever for?”

“I shouldn’t have been so gung-ho to take the fight to the brides. I wanted to get them back for my arm, and I let that color my judgment.”

“Hell, I was right there alongside you.” Sammy let out a long exhale. “There’s plenty of blame to go around.”

“I appreciate what both of you are trying to do.” Clarke swallowed and glanced at them in the mirror. “But the decision to go in was ultimately mine. It was my call. I made the wrong one⁠—”

“Clarke …” Emma rested a hand on his shoulder.

“—but I’m not going to drown myself in pity, and neither should any of you. What we need to do is put our heads together and figure out how we’re going to salvage this mess. All right?”

The women behind him all nodded.

“That’s our Clarke.” Emma gave his shoulder a squeeze and sat back. “You heard him, girls. Let’s clear our heads and consider the situation rationally. Wipe away those tears.”

Brooke rubbed a fist in each eye and gave her cheeks a smack.

“First, let’s consider how bad the situation really is,” Emma continued. “What do the brides and the d-hunter now have, and where will it lead them?”

“They have photos of us three.” Sammy indicated herself, Clarke, and Brooke. “Faraday will be able to recognize Brooke, and Shimoda knows Clarke. They have access to CCU’s records, which means they can look up where Brooke or Clarke live and who else has the same address.”

“Which means they’ll be able to ID everyone but me,” Ixia said over Emma’s phone. “I’m not a student, and even if I was, I haven’t changed my address yet.”

“At least there’s that,” Clarke said. “Whatever we do, we need to make sure Ixia’s involvement stays a secret.”

“The mansion remains a highly defensible location,” Ashley pointed out. “The Wards won’t last against a concerted assault, but they can shield us in the short term. That should give us time to consider our next move.”

“Question is, what’s the next move?” Sammy asked.

“We may need to go into hiding,” Emma said. “Everyone but Ixia, that is. That may be our only option if the d-hunter forwards our IDs to the Academy of Silence.”

“If?” Clarke asked.

“There’s a chance the d-hunter will keep this information to himself.”

“That sounds like wishful thinking to me.”

“It’s not as slim a chance as you may think. Vampires are always jockeying for advantage, even within an organization like the Academy, and let’s keep in mind this d-hunter has a lead on the Portal of Gold. He may not know what he has a lead on, but the magic doors and ruins underneath CCU are more than enough to tell him it’s significant. He may keep other hunters out of this entirely.”

“I see what you mean.” Clarke grimaced as he drove. “In that case, it may be in our best interests to stick around and fight this out.”

“Risky, but it’s an option,” Emma agreed.

“What’s a little more risk at this point?” Sammy quipped. “We’re practically addicted to the stuff!”

Clarke chuckled despite himself, and the others found it contagious.

“All right,” he said once the brief spat of mirth died out. “We’ll hunker down at the mansion for now and work on two paths forward. One: we figure out a way to take the fight to the d-hunter, even if we have to face his brides at the same time. Two: we make sure we have a fallback plan.”

“I can help there,” Ixia said. “My mom will know who to contact. This won’t be the first time she’s helped someone disappear. In fact …”

The line fell silent for an uncomfortable period.

“Ixia?” Clarke said. “You still there?”

“Yeah. Someone’s mashing the doorbell. We’re not expecting anyone, are we?”

“Don’t answer it!” he snapped urgently and accelerated down the road. “We’re only a few minutes out! Wait for us!”
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Clarke’s fears of the d-hunter or his brides attacking the mansion proved unfounded, but the truth was almost as bad. Several trucks with lawncare or maintenance service logos crowded the mansion’s turnabout, and dozens of personnel waited by their cars, most clad in reflective vests.

Jean-Paul and Celine stood beside the door, which now bore a heavy chain and lock around the levers. Ixia hurried over to join Clarke as soon as he parked the BMW, and everyone filed out.

“What’s the meaning of this?” Sammy stormed up to her parents, her face and hands reddening unnaturally.

“It’s quite simple,” Jean-Paul replied evenly, arms crossed. “Since you won’t listen to reason, your mother and I have reconsidered the help we’re providing you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“We’re cutting you off.” Jean-Paul gestured to the chained door. “Starting with your allowance and this place.”

“What the hell, Dad? You’re kicking your own daughter out onto the street?”

“Not quite. You’re free to stay here, and we’d be happy to unfreeze your bank accounts. But we have a few conditions.”

“Such as?”

“None of them”—Jean-Paul’s finger traced over Clarke and the others—“are allowed on the property any longer. That’s what the work crews are here for. They’re going to sweep through the place and clear out anything that isn’t yours.”

“I don’t believe this!”

“They’re a bad influence on you, Sweety,” Celine said, her tone sympathetic and worried. “Can’t you see that? We’re trying to protect you.”

“Well, you’re doing a terrible job of it!”

“I don’t know how this man has twisted your feelings like this”—Jean-Paul pointed at Clarke—“but I won’t stand for it. Not when my daughter needs me.”

“I don’t need this, Dad!” Sammy snapped.

“But you do.” Jean-Paul’s features softened, losing their brutal edge. “Samantha, Sweety, your mother and I don’t want to do this, but you’ve left us no choice. What kind of parents would we be if we didn’t protect our own daughter?”

“How the hell does cutting me off protect me?”

“It removes temptation. It protects you from those who would abuse your trust and take advantage of your wealth. No wealth, no temptation to hurt my daughter.”

“No one’s taking advantage of me! I know how to take care of myself, damn it!”

“You can still stay here,” Celine said, her voice soft, hands clasped in front of her. “But the others need to go.”

“No way!” Sammy spat. “I invited them all to live here, and now you want me to kick them all to the curb? They trusted me when I said I’d give them a place to stay. What kind of person would I be if I didn’t keep my word? If they go, I go.”

Celine frowned and clasped her hands tight enough for her skin to turn white.

“Consider your decision carefully,” Jean-Paul warned, his voice growing harsh again. “We’ll give you … let’s say an hour to think this through.”

“I don’t need so much as a nanosecond! My answer is no! I’m not abandoning my friends, and I’m sure as hell not abandoning Clarke!”

Jean-Paul’s grimaced, and the workers behind him shifted uncomfortably.

Clarke knew the situation sucked in so many ways, but he didn’t blame Sammy’s parents. If anything, they were victims, too, their minds clouded by vampiric magic that prevented them from seeing reality for what it truly was. They were doing the best they could with false and incomplete information, coming to what they saw as the best way to help their daughter.

Their conclusions were totally wrong, of course, but Clarke didn’t doubt for a moment their hearts were in the right place. He was startled by the speed with which the confrontation had escalated, but perhaps that was a product of the Eloises’ background. Wealth was their hammer, able to solve just about any problem they faced. And when a hammer was the only tool they could rely on, every problem started to look like a nail.

His thoughts wandered, seeking some means to lower the temperature.

Could removing their hexes be a solution? he thought, but then shook his head inwardly.

No, that won’t work. Breaking the hexes would require time and their cooperation, and in the meantime, the magical rites would only serve to confuse them further and reinforce what nutjobs we are.

But if that isn’t an option, what is?

“This is ridiculous!” Brooke exclaimed suddenly, and all eyes turned to her. She stomped toward the front door and grabbed the chain. Razor-sharp claws glinted at the ends of her fingers. “This is our home! You seriously expect this flimsy thing will keep us out?”

She clenched her fist around the chains, and the links warped like silver putty.

“Brooke.”

Clarke’s voice was soft—barely above a whisper—but it cut through her anger. She gasped as if struck and glanced back at him uncertainly, lip quivering.

“Stand down,” he said, his voice quiet yet commanding.

“But …”

“Please.”

He was asking, and yet he wasn’t asking at all. Brooke’s anger dueled with loyalty to her alpha, and that conflict froze her for several seconds. But then, finally, she nodded and let the chain fall. She rejoined the others, her head low.

“Thank you.” Clarke stepped forward and gripped his hands behind his back. “Mr. and Mrs. Eloise, you’ve made the order to vacate your property clear, and we will abide by it.”

Sammy flinched next to him, but he continued.

“As you have pointed out, the property is yours. We have merely been guests here. However, given the suddenness of your order, we humbly ask for time to pack up our belongs. We’d have trouble leaving right now, anyway, what with your work crews blocking the garage. Yes, the mansion is yours, but our vehicles and belongings are our own, and you have no legal right to keep us from them. Wouldn’t it be best for everyone involved if we departed in an orderly—and peaceful—manner?”

He let his last words hang over the crowd like the unspoken threat it was. If push came to shove, he could cast Wide Daze and drop everyone to the ground. It wouldn’t be the most elegant exit, but it had the advantage of keeping the Eloises out of Broken Fang business.

And as far away as possible from the other mess they needed to contend with.

Jean-Paul glowered at him. The man worked the muscles in his mouth, but no words came out. He let out a long breath then faced his daughter.

“Are you really going through with this?”

“I am.” Sammy slipped her arm around Clarke. “You’re not going to tear us apart, no matter what you try. For richer or for poorer. Till death do us part.”

“So be it.” He locked Clarke with a fierce gaze. “All of us will be back here tomorrow, seven in the morning sharp. I’d better see some progress or I’m kicking all of you out right then and there. You understand me?”

“Perfectly, sir.”

Jean-Paul chewed on the inside of his lip, and then he stalked forward. Clarke stood firm against the other man’s advance.

“Don’t think for a second you’ve won,” Jean-Paul breathed in his face.

“Trust me, sir,” Clarke replied matter-of-factly. “I have no illusions of that.”


Hunter Interlude 2


Dorian Alant descended a narrow flight of stairs from the second story offices to the club’s main floor. The stairs skirted the main room’s exterior and were open on one side. He joined Faraday and Shimoda by the well-stocked open bar, lit by a small pool of light.

“What do you have?” he demanded briskly.

“Names and addresses.” Faraday twisted the top off a bottle of Jägermeister and poured two shots. “Care for some, my love?”

“No, thank you.”

“Then perhaps something sweeter?” Faraday fingered the scars along her neck.

“Maybe later.”

“As you wish.” She sounded mildly disappointed.

Shimoda and Faraday raised their shot glasses and clinked them together. The shots frosted over thanks to the yuki-onna’s power, and they tossed them back in unison.

“About those names,” Dorian pressed.

“We’ve identified all three deviants who tried to ambush me at the stadium.” Faraday’s eyes glinted as she poured two more shots. “Megumi managed to ID the blood knight from one of her calc classes. His name’s J.B. Clarke. The werewolf turned out to be Brooke Hawthorne, who I recognize from the track and field team. We weren’t sure about the slime at first, but that’s where we got lucky. Turns out the blood knight and werewolf live together, and there are three more students at the same residence.”

“What do we know about the other three?”

“One of them is Samantha Eloise. Her parents own the property. We’re almost certain she’s the slime based on how closely the one we photographed matches her human appearance. The second is Emmaline Rose. She’s a succubus and almost certainly a co-conspirator. She hangs around Clarke all the time and some of her past actions are incredibly suspicious when considered in this new light.”

“We’ll kill her, then.” Dorian said flatly in a tone normally reserved for trimming weeds.

Faraday chuckled, and Shimoda flashed a slim, cold smile.

“We’re not sure what to make of the third,” Faraday said. “Her name is Ashley Smith, and our information on her is almost nonexistent. We’re not sure what kind of demihuman she is, or even if she is one.”

“A mage, perhaps?”

“It’s a possibility. About the only thing we’re certain of is her student record—which is exceptional—and the fact she lives with the rest of them.”

“We’ll kill her, too. Just to be safe.” Dorian crossed his arms. “What do we know about where the deviants live? Does the location serve as their base?”

“Almost certainly,” Faraday replied. “The property is expansive and heavily Warded. We won’t know precisely what we’re up against until we’re onsite or we slam the place with Scrying spells.”

“It’ll be rough either way,” Shimoda said. “Yes, we know where they are, but they know we’re coming now. They’ll be ready. My love, are you sure we shouldn’t call in additional hunters?”

“Continue to hold off contacting the Academy,” Dorian ordered. “You’re not to speak to them until we have a better handle on what’s beyond the magic doors.”

“What about Lady Iram? She’s expecting a report from us.”

“Let the old lizard stew in her own ignorance. She can’t tell people what she doesn’t know.”

“As you wish, my love.” Shimoda nodded, though the tense muscles in her face betrayed her concern.

“We’re more than enough to handle this trash,” Faraday said with a confident smile.

“That’s what Natalie thought,” Shimoda pointed out.

Faraday’s smile vanished, and she glanced toward a dark corner of the club. Two greenish points burned back at her from the gloom, close enough to be a pair of eyes. The broad shape stirred, and a hard point clacked against the floor.

Dorian didn’t follow the bride’s gaze. He knew what sat there, even if he’d lost his connection to it.

She was always expendable, he reminded himself. As are these two. Their lives are mine to spend whenever I see fit. But that’s no reason to toss them away recklessly.

“You’re right that engaging these deviants on their home turf would be unwise.” Dorian tapped a thoughtful finger on the bar. “Any thoughts on how we might draw them out?”

“One.” Shimoda looked up. “I Scried an incident outside the property not long ago. A heated argument between the slime and her parents. Her human parents.”

“Indeed?” Dorian raised an eyebrow. “Do we know where they are now?”

“No, but I should be able to locate them without too much trouble.”

“Do so.”

Shimoda nodded. She closed her eyes and lifted a few inches off the floor. Her lower legs turned translucent, fading into a thin haze where her bare feet should have been.

“Tara, to me!” Dorian stepped away from the counter, and a black shadow shot across the floor. It slid up his legs, reached his shoulders, and solidified into a trench coat.

He grabbed the long bulk of his Franchi SPAS-12 shotgun off a nearby table. The 12 gauge combat shotgun held eight rounds in its underslung tube magazine and could be fired in both semi-automatic and pump-action modes. He’d removed the folding stock long ago; a being of his strength could fire the gun singlehanded with ease. It was a powerful, reliable weapon that had served him well for over forty years. Additionally, the cartridges loaded in the magazine along with those stuffed into his ammo belt had all been enchanted with a mix of useful spells.

“Going out, my love?” Faraday asked.

“As soon as Shimoda gets me that address.”

“Would you like us to accompany you?”

“Not this time. I need both of you to prepare a magic circle for me. One loaded with a very specific spell.”

“Whatever you desire.”

“Prepare the circle with Counter Drain Death.”

Faraday’s eyes widened, and Dorian grinned cruelly.

“Just preparing for all eventualities. If this blood knight is foolish enough to face me in combat, he’ll never live to tell the tale.”


Eighteen


Sunday morning arrived, and the mansion had transformed into a busy, joyless shell of its former self. Clarke jammed his essential belongings into two suitcases and wheeled them into the foyer where others had gathered their own possessions.

The only exception was Ixia, who needed more time to pack, since all her equipment and gear would return with her to the coven. The witch had spent a lot of time on the phone with her mother, and Clarke expected to see Hepatica or one of Ixia’s sisters later in the day.

This may be the last time I see Ixia for a while, he thought, setting his suitcases beside everyone else’s. And it may be the last time we ever meet. We’re losing our one and only stronghold, which means we need to go on the run. And no matter how much I’ll miss her, I can’t drag her—and certainly not our child—into this mess.

He wished he had more time. A month or even a week. Hell, just one more day would have been a godsend at this point. All he wanted was enough time for everyone to give their proper goodbyes, but time was swiftly running out. Once Ixia finalized arrangements through Hepatica, he and the rest of Broken Fang—minus the young witch, of course—would hit the road.

Where they’d end up was anyone’s guess.

I can only imagine what Sammy’s parents will make of this. They’ll probably figure me to be the villain, stealing their daughter away for some nefarious purpose. Blackmail, maybe? I expect that’ll be their first guess. But when no call comes, where will their minds turn?

Dread and despair at the uncertainty of their daughter’s fate?

Probably.

He could have forced the issue with Sammy’s parents in any number of ways. What could a few humans have done to stop Brooke by herself, let alone Broken Fang as a whole?

But he couldn’t do that, which was why he’d called Brooke off. Ultimately, Sammy’s parents were victims, too, and they were his in-laws on top of that (though he knew they didn’t see it that way). He refused to raise a hand against them or allow harm to come to them if it was within his power to do so.

Sometimes life just likes to kick you when you’re down, he thought as he entered the kitchen.

Emma, Brooke, and Sammy sat around eating cold bowls of Corn Flakes. Ashley waited with them, her hands folded in her lap, the hairband a dark gray against her golden hair.

“I’m sorry, Clarke,” Emma said, her eyes reddened. “I didn’t feel up to cooking this morning.”

“That’s all right. I doubt any of us feel our best today.” He grabbed a few slices of cinnamon raisin bread and slotted them into the toaster.

Emma nodded and returned to her cereal.

“Well, Sammy.” Clarke started the toaster and turned around. “I take it your parents approve of our progress clearing out. Either that, or their hearts really aren’t into this eviction.”

“I’m not sure. They haven’t arrived yet.”

“They haven’t?” He furrowed his brow. “But they told us they’d be back at seven in the morning. Seven sharp.” He checked his phone. It was almost eight. “Do they make a habit of being late?”

“No. They’re usually quite punctual. Especially my dad.”

“Did the groundskeepers arrive?”

“They’re all parked outside. Just standing around, picking their noses and collecting overtime.”

“Then I would have expected your parents to be here, too. Mind giving them a call?”

“What for?”

“To make sure they’re okay.”

“You really think that’s necessary? I mean, I’m fine with them not showing up today.”

“Please. Just humor me, would you?”

“All right.” Sammy sighed and pulled out her phone. She placed a call and waited.

No one picked up.

She frowned and tried a different number.

No answer.

“What the hell?”

“That unusual?” Clarke asked.

“Yeah. My dad sets his ringtone to max volume so he never misses a call no matter what time it is. It has a custom, escalating ringtone and can get loud enough to wake the dead.” Sammy gave him a worried look. “Do you think something happened to them?”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions. All we have right now is two missed calls. Give them a few minutes and try⁠—”

The phone buzzed on the countertop, and Sammy clicked it.

“Dad’s calling. Whew!” Sammy composed herself and put the call on speaker. “Morning, Dad.”

“Hello, Samantha.” The man’s voice was deep and cold and most certainly not her father’s. “I have your parents. They’re alive, for now. I can return them to you in this state, but I will only do so under very specific conditions. Do you understand me so far?”

Sammy’s mouth gaped open, and she looked to Clarke with horrified eyes. Whatever words she tried to say caught in her throat. Emma covered her mouth with a hand, her eyes shocked and horrified, and Ashley’s hairband brightened with harsh intensity. Brooke’s ears folded back, and her hands clenched into painful fists.

Clarke stepped over, hovering above the phone, his face stonelike in its intensity.

“Do you understand?” the voice repeated more firmly.

Clarke gave Sammy a curt nod, and she cleared her throat.

“I do,” she said hoarsely.

“Good. The price for your parents’ lives is simple. The blood knight, J.B. Clarke, will surrender himself to me. Once he does that, your parents may go free.”

“Not. Happening.”

“I wouldn’t be so hasty. I should kill every last one of you, and I will if you force my hand, but the only one I’m truly interested in is the blood knight. Yes, you’ve killed vampires, but most of them were worthless trash. I can be convinced to look the other way this one time. That is, if the blood knight surrenders himself.”

Sammy shook her head in disbelief and looked back at Clarke with terrified eyes.

Clarke leaned in toward the phone.

“You the d-hunter?”

“I am. Deviant Hunter Dorian Alant, scion of the Academy of Silence. And you must be Clarke.”

“That’s me.”

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“The pleasure’s all yours,” Clarke grated back.

“Indeed. Now, why don’t you and I⁠—”

“Shut your mouth and listen carefully,” Clarke snarled. “You’ve delivered your ultimatum, now I’m delivering mine. If you harm either Celine or Jean-Paul in any way, you’re a dead man. I promise you this.”

“I’ve dealt with your kind before, blood knight.”

“Maybe so, but you’ve never faced me.”

Dorian sighed. “Factually true, but rather unimpressive.”

“I’m serious. You harm them, and I won’t stop until I see you dead.”

“Oh, I’m going to do far worse than harm them. I’ll hand them over to my brides first. It takes a special kind of woman to bond with a vampire. One with a unique perspective on the dichotomy between pain and pleasure.” He laughed cruelly. “By the time my brides are done, those two will beg me to kill them. And I will, but slowly, so I may savor the dwindling candle of their lives.

“And I won’t stop there. After I feed on the Eloises, I’ll turn my sights on either the parents of Emmaline Rose or Brooke Hawthorne, and we’ll play this game again. As many times as you wish. The Hawthornes are an extensive pack, so it’ll be some time before I run out of victims.”

Sammy sat in shell-shocked silence. Emma squeezed her eyes shut, herself on the edge of tears. Brooke’s lips curled, and drops of blood dripped onto the table from where her claws dug into the meat of her palms.

Clarke couldn’t find words strong enough to convey the rage burning in his chest.

“I will contact you again after dark with further instructions. Be seeing you soon, blood knight.”

The hunter dropped the call.

Clarke rested his fingers on the table and leaned over the phone, his mind racing, an ugly, bestial expression on his face.

“I won’t let this stand,” he said at last. “I won’t.”

“But what can we do?” Sammy asked, her voice a whisper.

“Save your parents and kill that bastard.” Clarke pushed up off the table. “There’s nothing else to it. Ashley?”

The angel shook herself at the sound of her name.

“Yes?”

“I need you to Scry like you’ve never Scried before. Blanket Chester Creek if you have to. Punch through every damn Ward you find. I don’t care if people know you’re knocking. You find Sammy’s parents any way you can, understood?”

“Perfectly.” She rose and smoothed out her shirt. “I’ll need to amplify the Scry with a magic circle. Emma, would you mind assisting me?”

“You’ve got it.” The succubus pushed herself upright with renewed fire in her eyes.

Ixia walked in and yawned into a fist.

“Oh, what a fucking morning!”

The witch grabbed a box of cereal off the counter and joined them at the table, but stopped with her chair pulled halfway out.

“What?” The witch glanced around at all the intense faces. “Did I miss something?”

“You could say that.” Emma took hold of the witch’s arm and led her out. “We’ll fill you in as we go. Right now, we need all the high-powered magic we can muster.”

[image: ]


“They’re at Studio Nightshade,” Ashley said a few hours later once everyone had gathered in Ixia’s workshop.

“Which closed recently for renovations.” Clarke nodded thoughtfully. “Around the same time the brides became active on campus. The d-hunter may have been using the club as a base this whole time. What’s your level of certainty with the Scry?”

“Extremely high. Close to one hundred percent.”

“And the chances they spotted you peeking?”

“About the same.”

“The important part is we know where they are,” Sammy said, no longer in a state of shock-induced silence. Instead, she brimmed with barely contained tension.

“Exactly.” Clarke glanced around the room, meeting each of their eyes. “There’s no way in hell I’m leaving them there. Make no mistake, facing the d-hunter will be more dangerous than anything we’ve ever done. But I know we can pull this off. We’re not the scrappy bunch of newbies we were a few months ago. We’re a team, and a damned good one, too.”

“Hell, yeah!” Brooke clenched a fist. “Let’s fuck ’em up!”

“We’re with you, Clarke.” Sammy stirred, meeting his gaze with fierce, purposeful eyes.

“They’ll be expecting us.” Emma held up a hand. “I’m not saying we shouldn’t go in. Clarke’s right. Even if it wasn’t Sammy’s parents in danger, going in is the right thing to do. What’s the point behind Broken Fang if we don’t push back against the vampires’ evil? But even so, the reality is what it is, and they will be prepared for us.” She paused and frowned. “Sorry if this is a bit of a downer. I’m just laying out the facts here.”

“I know,” Clarke said, “and you’re right to point that out. Fortunately, I’ve had time to consider that very problem, and I believe I’ve come up with a solution.”

“So, what’s the plan, boss?” Sammy managed to crack a smile despite the circumstances.

“There are still a lot of details to work out, but here are the broad brushstrokes: We’re not going to fight the Hunter Alant and his brides at the club. Instead, we’re going to lure them here.” He pointed down at the floor to indicate the mansion and gauged their reactions. All of them watched him attentively, waiting for him to continue. “Think about it. The steel mill was our only notable victory against the brides, and what did we have there?”

“The home field advantage,” Sammy said.

“Exactly. If we’re going to stand and fight, it needs to be here. This is where we’re strongest, and so this is where we’ll lure them.”

“But how?” Emma asked.

“By extracting Sammy’s parents. By showing the hunter he can’t pressure us so easily. If he wants this, he can come and get it!” Clarke slapped his chest. “He knows where to find me. I’m through giving him and his brides the chance to sucker punch us. So, when we hit Studio Nightshade, it’ll be a surgical strike. We get in, rescue Sammy’s parents, and get out. Clean, quick, and simple.”

Clarke pointed to each of them in turn.

“Brooke, Sammy, you two are on extraction duty. Get those two out no matter what. I’ll act as the diversion.”

“You got it.” Brooke cracked her knuckles, and Sammy gave him a sharp, confident nod.

“Emma, I need you to come with us. You’ll be our driver. Stick with the vehicle and cover our exit. Once we have Sammy’s parents in the back, you hit the gas. Don’t wait for the rest of us; we can manage on our own, if need be.”

“Understood.” Emma grabbed her AR-15 off the gunrack and slung the strap over a shoulder.

“Ashley, your job will be to make sure we’re ready when Alant and the brides show. Do everything you can to fortify this place. We want a mean home field advantage.”

“What about me?” Ixia planted a hand on her hip. “Want me to help Ashley out?”

“What I need from you is something to discourage or delay their pursuit. Something to help us make a clean getaway. Got anything that fits the bill?”

“I may.” Ixia grabbed a baseball-sized hunk of metal painted olive-green. “Say hello to the M67 fragmentation hand grenade, amped up with one of Dahlia’s Immolation spells. Guaranteed to ruin anyone’s day while setting the whole place on fire.”

Clarke’s eyebrows shot up. “Well, that certainly fits the bill.”

“Where the hell did you get a frag grenade?” Sammy asked.

“I have my sources.” Ixia handed the grenade to Clarke. “Use is simple enough. Pull pin and throw. The fuse will go off in about four to five seconds, and the shrapnel will disperse the Immolation spell. Do not be there when it detonates.”

“Got it.” He set the grenade down on a workbench. “And thanks.”

“What else?” Ixia planted a hand on her hip and tilted her head expectantly.

“I …” Clarke frowned at the witch, surprised by how tough this part was. “I need you to not be here when the hunter attacks. I think you know why.”

“Yeah. I can guess.” Ixia crossed her arms. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“There’s no reason for you to be a part of this fight.”

“I can think of several very good reasons why you’re wrong.”

“You know what I mean. The hunter doesn’t know about you. We suspected this before, and he proved it when he failed to threaten your family. You’re still safe, and I want you to stay that way.” He approached her and ran his fingers across her stomach. “Not just for you, but for our child as well. Plus, I’m sure Hepatica would kill me if she found out I asked you to face a d-hunter.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure about⁠—”

The doorbell rang.

The team looked around with worried expressions.

Everyone, except for Ixia.

“Huh. Speak of the devil.”

Ashley frowned at the witch.

“Why the ugly face?” Ixia asked. “I was referring to my mom. That’s got to be her.”

Sammy checked her phone.

“It is. Hepatica’s at the door. And …”

“Something wrong?” Clarke asked.

“Don’t think so. It’s just I can see Dahlia and Hyacinth with her as well.”

“The whole crew’s here?” Clarke glanced at Ixia, who only shrugged.

“Imagine that.” Ixia gave him a sly smile. She slipped past him and headed out. “Might as well go see what Mom has to say.”

They followed Ixia to the front door and let Hepatica and her other daughters inside. Ixia took up position alongside her sisters. Dahlia grinned at him like she was the cat who ate the canary, while Hyacinth gave him a pleasant nod.

“Clarke, good to see you in one piece.” Hepatica stepped forward. “I understand Broken Fang is in a bit of trouble.”

“You could say that.”

“Ixia’s kept me abreast of the situation, which is why we’re here. Seems to me you’ve forgotten something very important.”

“What’s that?”

“Our alliance.” Hepatica raised an eyebrow. “Has it slipped your mind?”

“Of course not. But we’re up against a d-hunter.”

“Oh, Clarke. Do you think so little of me?” The senior witch shook her head. “Look, I know you’ve always had your doubts about me. You’ve had them since we first met, and it’s clear why. I don’t blame you for these feelings. I pressured you into giving us your first kid, and you resent me for that.”

“I suppose those thoughts have crossed my mind.”

“And I’ll admit I’ve had my doubts about you as well. Not just you but the danger you represent to anyone standing near to you. You’re a lightning rod for trouble, as current events have shown. I wanted to safeguard my daughter and her future child from that danger. Can you really blame a mother for wanting that?”

“No, I don’t blame you. Disagree with you, yes. But blame?” He shook his head.

“I’m glad you understand my reasons.” Her expression warmed. “But here’s the thing. Something began to change as I’ve watched you from afar, as I witnessed your successes mount and the bond grow between you and my daughter. I became curious, and I started to wonder.”

“About what?”

“About whether or not we’re on the cusp of something … significant.” Hepatica twirled a hand through the air. “Maybe this is just foolish whimsy on my part, but I see something special in you, and in the team that has formed around you.” Her eyes flicked to Ashley. “And … perhaps that has given me hope.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“Hope that the world really can change. And that, perhaps, I’ve already met the catalyst.” She rested a hand on his shoulder. “I want to see where this all leads. That’s not the only reason I offered to form an alliance with you, but it’s the one I didn’t tell you about.”

Hepatica stepped back and joined her daughters. An aura of heady magic surrounded the witches, manifesting into a swirl of flickering, incorporeal petals. Dahlia raised a hand, and burning embers rose from her fingertips. They looked like they belonged on a badass movie poster.

“You may not have the best opinion of me,” Hepatica continued, “but I’m a woman of my word. I told you when we joined forces that there was no greater pledge a coven could make. These were my words: ‘Your battles will be our battles, your enemies our enemies. When the blood runs thick and fangs bear down on your necks, we promise to be there for you, to fight alongside you against our common enemy.’”

“Then you’ll …” His words choked in his throat with the realization of what she meant.

“Yes, Clarke. The Coven of the Ashen Flower stands with you in this fight.”


Nineteen


Emma drove the X7 through downtown Chester Creek and parked outside the dark alley leading to Studio Nightshade. Clarke, Brooke, and Sammy filed out and marched down the alley, bold as the sun, while Emma grabbed her rifle and took up position on the rooftops.

“We trying to approach quietly?” Brooke asked after she’d shifted into a full werewolf.

Clarke scoffed. “Hell no!”

“Good!”

Brooke kicked the double doors, and they flew open. They headed down the stairs and through a long, dark corridor sectioned off with a series of doors. Brooke grabbed the last door, ripped it off its hinges, and chucked it aside.

“Greetings and salutations!” Faraday called out cheerfully from the stage, her mottled wings spread wide. A spotlight shone on her and Shimoda, who sat behind the drums. Faraday held her double-bladed axe like a guitar. “You’re early.”

“We took it upon ourselves to advance the schedule.”

“You here to surrender yourself?”

“What do you think?”

“That you’re here for a fight.” Faraday strummed her bronze nails across the axe shaft and, despite the complete lack of strings, a rich power chord filled the club. Behind her, Shimoda raised a drumstick and tapped a single rimshot.

“That depends,” Clarke said. “Where are they?”

“Oh?” Faraday jammed a series of notes on her axe. “This is unexpected! You the self-sacrificing type? How noble!”

She stuck a finger down her throat and faked a gag. Shimoda hit another rimshot.

“I get the impression you two aren’t taking us seriously.” Clarke planted his hands on his hips.

“And why should we?” Faraday strummed another chord. “You’re in our house now, bitches!”

Brooke bared her fangs and growled deep in her throat.

“Aww. Did I hit a nerve, doggo? Wanna play fetch with your old arm? I still have one of the bones. Maybe I’ll keep it as a souvenir.” She hit two more chords. “Or maybe I’ll take a different trophy this time. You using your skull for anything?”

Faraday hit another chord and then jammed out a few scales.

“Enough!” Clarke snapped.

Faraday stopped playing. She smirked at him, then twirled the axe around for a more traditional combat grip.

“Show me the parents. Or else.”

“Or else what, blood knight? You going to make us pay?”

“Why don’t you fuck around and find out, if you’re that curious?”

“Oh, I like you! You’ve got spunk!”

Clarke cast Summon Thirstblade. He let the blade form in his upturned palm, and Faraday’s eyes narrowed.

“They’re right here,” Dorian Alant said, stepping out of the second-floor office.

The d-hunter cut a tall, imposing figure with dark skin, dark eyes, and a short head of black curls. His black trench coat partially concealed both his armored vest and powerful musculature. He shifted the two bound bodies slung over one shoulder and held a shotgun casually in his free hand.

Celine and Jean-Paul squirmed and let out muffled cries through their gags. They were blindfolded with hands bound behind their backs and legs tied together. Both wore the same clothes Clarke had last seen them in.

Sammy tensed beside him, quiet and focused.

Alant walked down the stairs, his cold eyes fixed on Clarke.

“They’re alive, as you can see.” He crossed to the stage and shucked the prisoners off his shoulder. They cried out when they hit the stage. “Your move, blood knight.”

Alant rested the shotgun in both hands. Faraday and Shimoda stepped up to the edge of the stage.

“A question for you, first,” Clarke said, readying his first spell. “You want me to surrender. Why?”

“To keep you alive. Killing you would be such a waste. Why not siphon your strength over time, letting you recover just enough between each feeding?”

“Not gonna lie, that sounds pretty terrible.”

“It wouldn’t be unbearable, if that’s what you fear. You’d live in relative peace and comfort, and all your companions would survive along with their families.” Alant gestured casually over a shoulder. “I may even permit my brides to enjoy themselves with you from time to time. I’m sure you’d find the experience … educational.”

Faraday sniggered.

“Tempting,” Clarke replied dryly.

“I await your answer, but consider your next words with care, for they may⁠—”

“NOW!”

Clarke exploded forward, raising his sword as he cast Boosted Sanguine Shield. A thick barrier of light coated his body, snapping with red and white lightning, even as stars danced across his vision and his head swam. But he wasn’t done yet; he hit them with Daze and charged. The brides shut their eyes and flinched back, but Alant kept his open and raised the shotgun.

He fired.

The tight spread of pellets slammed against Clarke’s shield with terrible killing force, but his defenses held and ripples of light spread across his torso. Clarke lunged, and Alant darted to the side so fast he almost seemed to teleport.

The hunter brought his shotgun around, but Clarke shifted his weight and leaped. He flew toward the vampire, sword high. Alant fired a second shot, which savaged Clarke’s defenses in a cataclysm of lead and magic. Clarke brought his sword crashing down, but the vampire darted back.

Shimoda recovered from the Daze first, opening her all-white eyes. She spread her arms, levitated off the stage, and a bone-chilling mist spread from her shrouded body. She conjured a spear of ice and hurled it at Clarke, but it shattered against his back.

Faraday blinked her eyes open soon after. She raised her axe and leaped off the stage. Her wings unfurled and she glided at Clarke from the side and swung. He pulled back and brought his thirstblade around in a tight, rising arc, and vampiric obsidian clashed with his blood magic.

The conflicting powers spat and sizzled against each other, and shafts of red and green lightning arced through the air. Blasts scorched the floor, blew a chunk out of the stage, and Clarke shoved the dragonkin away. Her wings and back smacked against the edge of the stage, and wooden boards cracked.

Alant fired again, and an angry fist of shotgun pellets punched Clarke in the face. His shield flared, and he staggered back. Shimoda threw another spear at him, and Faraday pushed off the stage, a bloodthirsty smile on her face.

They were all focused on him: the blood knight, the most dangerous threat in the room.

Which was exactly what he wanted.

Brooke and Sammy circled around the worst of the fight and reached the stage relatively unscathed. Brooke slung Jean-Paul over a shoulder while Sammy looped an elongated arm around her mother. Faraday caught sight of them and snarled, that savage smile never leaving her face. She raised her axe and lunged at Brooke, intent on cleaving through either the werewolf or the man she carried—it didn’t seem to matter which.

Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, and scarlet chains lashed around Faraday’s ankle. He clenched a fist, jerked it back, and the chains yanked on the dragonkin, throwing her off balance. She fell forward, and Brooke slashed at her face with an open hand. Claws raked through the dragonkin’s cheek. Her head whipped to the side, and blood spurted out in ruinous arcs.

Faraday cried out and flapped her wings. Electricity snapped across the webbing, and she flapped them again, blasting Brooke with wind, rain, and the full fury of the storm.

But the werewolf was already on her way out of the club, and Sammy wasn’t more than two steps behind her. The two dashed through the exit, and Faraday swung her head around to face Clarke, still smiling with one cheek torn open all the way to the back of her teeth, flaps of flesh hanging from her jaw.

Another shotgun blast punched him in the gut, and an ice spear crashed against his shoulder. He pulled the frag grenade out of his coat and yanked out the pin with a sharp, metallic ring.

Faraday lunged at him with berserker frenzy, and Shimoda conjured another spear. Only Alant reacted to the presence of the grenade, his eyes narrowing. He raised one side of his trench coat, and it solidified into a gleaming black barrier.

Clarke let the grenade fall to his feet.

One.

He cast Fly and kicked off the ground.

Two.

Three.

He spun in the air and dove toward the exit.

Four.

Fi—

The grenade exploded with a deafening crack amplified by the confined space. Heat and pressure and scything bits of hot metal slammed into the hunter and his two brides while Clarke shot down the exit corridor.

Tiny bits of shrapnel embedded themselves into the stiffened surface of Alant’s trench coat. Others passed harmlessly through Shimoda’s mist-shrouded body. But Faraday wasn’t so lucky. The fragments slashed across her skin and tore holes through her wings. She crumpled to the ground, clutching her face, blood pouring through her fingers.

A moment passed. No more than a breath.

And then the whole world ignited.
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Emma pressed her foot on the gas, and the X7 crested the next hill with enough speed for its wheels to leave the road. They slammed back onto the asphalt with a metallic groan from the vehicle’s suspension and sped down the empty road.

“What the hell?” Sammy shouted from the back, crouched beside her parents with a hand against the ceiling. “You trying to wreck us?”

“You want the bumpy ride or the d-hunter behind us?” Emma shot back. “Take your pick!”

“Keep going, Emma!” Clarke interrupted. “We’ll deal with the bumps!”

Brooke cut through the ropes binding the prisoners with her claws, and Clarke removed their blindfolds. He turned both parents over onto their backs and was surprised when neither of them resisted. They simply laid there, staring blankly up at the ceiling.

“Mom? Dad?” Sammy shook her father by the shoulder, but he didn’t respond. She turned fearfully to Clarke. “What’s wrong with them?”

“I don’t know.” Clarke opened one of Jean-Paul’s eyes. “Enlarged pupils. Pale skin. Shock, maybe?”

“I don’t think it’s shock.” Brooke breathed in deeply. “Their sweat smells off. Foul even.”

Clarke splayed a hand over Jean-Paul’s chest and closed his eyes.

The churning magic within the man hit Clarke with all the subtlety of a thrown brick covered in sewage, assaulting his mind with the stench of rotting flesh and the sharp taste of blood.

“He’s suffering from Decay magic.” Clarke checked Celine. “Her, too. They’ll die if we don’t stop these spells.”

“Can you cure them?” Sammy asked urgently, but Clarke shook his head.

“My magic doesn’t work that way. We need to get them home. If we do, I’m pretty sure they’ll live. The spells aren’t that strong, so Ashley or any of the witches should be able to cure them.”

A shudder ran through Jean-Paul, and he began to foam at the mouth.

“That smell is getting worse,” Brooke said.

Sammy whirled to face the front. “Step on it, Emma!”

“I’m already going as fast as I dare!” Emma shouted back, and the left tires crashed through a pothole. “I didn’t expect to be our ambulance service, too!”

Celine vomited in her mouth. Brooke turned her over and cleared her airway.

Sammy stared at her parents with a horrified expression.

“There may be another option besides more speed.” Clarke looked up at the slime girl. “You can try to heal them.”

“But …” Sammy glanced back to her dying parents, then at him. “But I can’t stop a spell.”

“No, but you can hold back the effects. Give them the time they need.”

“I …” She stared down at her parents with doubtful eyes. “But I’m so new at this. What if I screw up? What if I release my toxins and make this worse? I nearly killed my father once before. I don’t want to be the reason he dies here!”

“I know this frightens you.” Clarke rested a hand on her shoulder. “But you can do this. I know you can. I believe in you, Sammy. You’re not the same woman you were back then.”

Sammy bit her lower lip, then slowly began to nod. The nod turned more resolute, and she sat forward.

“Okay. What choice do we have?”

Sammy slid forward on her knees until she sat between her parents. She placed a hand on each of them, and then her outline sagged into glistening pink slime. Her gun and clothes settled to the floor, and she draped herself over their bodies, cocooning them in soft bubblegum from foot to neck. Her stretched body turned translucent, and wisps of blue traced through her slime.
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Sammy didn’t accidentally kill her parents on the way home, and her efforts prevented the Decay from advancing. She wasn’t able to reverse most of its effects, and her parents remained unresponsive for the entire ride, but she succeeded in stabilizing them by absorbing a portion of the corruption. Brooke and Clarke carried her parents into Ixia’s workshop, where the young witch and her mother began the careful work of purging their bodies of the diseased magic.

Clarke found Sammy in the kitchen, her revolver on the table. The slime girl was pale; paler than usual and more translucent with dark filaments clouding her innards. She grabbed a carton of rocky road ice cream from the freezer, cut it in two with a cleaver, then shoved one half into her stomach.

“You okay?” Clarke asked.

“I think I’m going to be sick.” She pushed the second half into her chest. “Fighting that Decay took a lot out of me.”

“I didn’t know you could even be sick.”

“Me neither, but looks like I found my limit.”

“Should you be eating then?”

“Maybe not, but I’m woozy, too. I think—” Her eyes bulged. Her chest heaved, and she leaned over the sink.

He’d never seen Sammy throw up before, and it was a sight he wouldn’t soon forget. Black, viscous fluid jetted from her mouth in a high-pressure stream, and then from her nose. Her eyes rolled back, and black vomit spewed out of her empty sockets, splattering the sink with dark filth.

She puked in a continuous, ugly torrent that lasted over a minute, filling the sink with black gunk. She coughed and spluttered and spat out the dregs, black goop draining from her mouth, nose, and eye sockets.

Clarke cringed, watching her with a mixture of horror and astonishment, unsure what he should be doing. The stuff was even leaking out of her ears.

“That helped,” she said at last, groping around blindly. “I feel a little better now. Can you grab me a towel or something? I can’t see shit.”

“Sure.” He took the paper towel roll off the hanger and handed it over.

“Thanks.” She blotted the roll against her face, then blew her nose into it.

“Sammy, I hope you won’t take any offense, but that’s the nastiest thing I’ve ever seen you do.”

“And it felt the part, too. Decay tastes like, I don’t know. Old socks soaked in swamp water.” She spat into the sink and blinked her eyelids, once again with actual eyes behind them. She reached into her chest and pulled out two soggy halves of the empty ice cream carton, then tossed those into the sink as well. “What else we got to eat around here?”

“Um.” Clarke opened the pantry. “Plenty of graham crackers and beef jerky.”

“That’ll do. Toss them over.”

“Which one?”

“Wrong question, Clarke.”

He smiled and pitched a big bag of beef jerky over to her. She tore open the plastic and poured the contents down her enlarged mouth, then swallowed it in one gulp. He tossed her a box of graham crackers next, and she jammed the whole thing into her stomach.

“Can’t digest plastic?” he asked.

“No, I can. Just takes forever.” She closed her eyes and leaned her head back. “Yeah, I’m starting to feel more like my usual self. Just needed to purge the bad and let in the good.”

“You were vomiting out of your eye sockets.”

“Eh.” She gave him a half-hearted shrug. “Eyes are a loose concept when it comes to me. Why? Did I gross you out? You having second thoughts about marrying a slime?”

“To the first question, yes, and a very firm no to the second.”

Sammy chuckled and tore the wrappers off two loaves of bread. She shoved one entire loaf through her left palm and the other through her right, then shook out her limbs until they returned to normal size.

“Watching you speed eat is something else.”

She opened the fridge again, then paused and closed the door.

“Thanks,” she said softly, her eyes downcast.

“What for?”

“You didn’t have to stick your neck out like that for my parents.”

“Of course I did. What kind of husband would I be if I hadn’t?”

“I know.” She sighed and looked up. “And I get this is part of who you are. It’s one of the reasons I love you so much. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to take you for granted. So, thank you, Clarke. From the bottom of my heart.”

“You’re very⁠—”

A rumbling peal echoed through the house, accompanied by a tingle of magic muted by the Wards.

“A spell just hit us.” Clarke bobbed his head toward the exit. “Come on. Let’s get with the others.”

Sammy grabbed her revolver, and they headed out.


Twenty


Clarke found everyone but Hepatica assembled in the foyer. Even Ixia was there, which Clarke took as a good sign for Sammy’s parents. He strode toward a long table positioned in the middle of the foyer. The windows were dark with the coming of night.

Weapons and equipment covered the table: pistols, rifles, shotguns, boxes of ammo, speedloaders, magazines, shoulder harnesses, backpacks, flashlights, radios, and an assortment of grenades. Ixia had packed her weapons cache that morning and moved it to the foyer, but now her collection and the rest of Broken Fang’s gear lay un-packed on the table.

Clarke wore his revolver in a shoulder harness, as did Brooke, still a full werewolf. Emma carried both a rifle and a pistol, her wings out and tail lashing, and the three witches had armed up as well. They’d forgone their customary gothic attire for sleeveless shirts and rugged pants, though still all in black. Each had taken their pick of the available armaments.

Dahlia fitted cartridges into a Remington Model 870 Tactical 12-gauge shotgun, then slotted more shots into the side saddle. Hyacinth took a Colt Python .357 Magnum and several speedloaders for herself, while Ixia had already packed two snub-nosed Ruger LCR revolvers in her dual shoulder harnesses.

About a third of the ammunition was enchanted in some manner, with labels written on ammo boxes, taped to magazines, or—in the case of the larger calibers—abbreviated on each cartridge with permanent marker.

Ashley eyed the lethal assortment with a disdainful eye but didn’t comment. Her wings were folded behind her back, and her broken halo glowed brightly over her head.

“What have we got?” Clarke asked, placing his fingertips on the table.

“We were just hit with a hex,” Ashley said, looking up. “A strong one, too. Fortunately, all the Wards are holding, and the traps we’ve placed remain stable. Unfortunately, we’ve got incoming. I Scried the immediate area and spotted a convoy of five vans heading straight for us, and they all have strong magical auras.”

“How soon till they get here?”

“A few minutes.”

“Give me a rundown on our defenses.”

“The mansion’s exterior is heavily Warded against both intrusion and enemy vision. We here can pass through unharmed, but anyone else will find their magic disrupted if they pass through the threshold or try to peer inside. Furthermore, key entry points like windows and doors are trapped.”

Ashley nodded to Dahlia, and the witch stepped forward, shotgun resting naturally in her hands.

“I couldn’t trap everything, so I focused my attention on the ground floor, setting up all the Immolation and Explosion spells I could. We’re weaker in the back, too. Again, just not enough time to be thorough. That said, anyone who tries to bust through any point I did trap is in for a bad day. My spells are in a passive state right now, but as soon as you give the word, I’ll activate them.” Dahlia glanced around the table. “Unlike the Wards, these do not differentiate between friend and foe, so be careful.”

“Is there a way we can quickly identify where your traps are?” Clarke asked.

“I taped X’s on the backs of the doors or underneath the windows.” Dahlia pointed to the front doors, both of which bore large duct-taped X’s. “I can also make the spells visible, if needed.”

“Excellent work,” Clarke said, and Dahlia replied with a quirky smile.

“You are very welcome. Shall I arm the traps?”

“Not yet. I want to see what we’re up against first. Ixia, what’s the status of Sammy’s parents?”

“Stable, but Mom has her work cut out for her, and she can still use my help. I’ll head back to the workshop after this.” Ixia patted one of her revolvers. “Just making sure I’m prepared in case the hunter or his floozies bust their way inside.”

“Understood. We’ll hold the fort here. Be safe.”

“No promises.” Ixia winked and headed up a curving staircase to the foyer’s balcony, then jogged through the door leading to the wing with the garage and her workshop above it.

Brooke’s ears perked and she hustled over to a window. She pulled the blind back.

“They’re here.”

Clarke joined her at the window, which bore an X underneath the windowsill.

Five vehicles—all boxy white cargo vans driven by frost skeletons—pulled into the turnabout, splitting in both directions. They parked along the more distant half of the turnabout, forming an arch of vehicles.

Doors opened, and frost skeletons poured out. Dozens of them formed ranks, armed with ice shields and either swords or spears. Three storm golems lumbered out the backs of vans, hunched over until they straightened to tower over the front ranks.

Dorian Alant rounded the vans, trench coat billowing behind him, and his brides followed close behind. Shimoda floated forward, a thick cloud of mist obscuring her naked body, ghostly feet not touching the ground, black hair flowing in a nonexistent wind.

Faraday hefted her obsidian battle axe and came alongside the hunter, her face scarred and her wings in tatters, which made Clarke wonder. Alant could have healed the woman through her bond ring. Why hadn’t he? Did he care so little for his brides? Was this simple pragmatism on his part? Had he chosen to hoard all his strength for the coming battle, sparing nothing for the women who loved him?

Clarke suspected this to be the case, and revulsion surged within him like bile rising in his throat. This … creature treated women like tools! Clarke glanced to his side, to the ladies of Broken Fang standing with him.

He would never treat them so callously.

He was a blood knight. And more than that, he was a man and a husband. A provider and defender, and he knew, deep down, he would lay down his life to keep any of them safe. He didn’t want to; he feared death as much as the next man, but he knew he could make that sacrifice if no other option remained.

He gazed back out the window.

Faraday had seen better days, but despite her injuries, she was still dragonkin—as tough to kill as a werewolf, if not tougher—and she wasn’t having fun anymore. Her manic, bloodthirsty grin was gone, washed away by pain and fire, replaced with a brutal simmering scowl.

The vans drove away, and Alant stepped forward.

“Last chance, Clarke!” the vampire shouted, his voice amplified by magic. “Surrender now, or there will be no survivors!”

Clarke drew his revolver and glanced to either side. The ladies cracked open the windows and readied their own weapons.

“Here’s your answer!”

He placed Alant’s head within his revolver’s iron sights and pulled the trigger. The weapon barked, kicking back with the explosive force of a .44 Magnum cartridge. His aim was true, but the shot never found its mark. It flashed into green fire a few yards in front of the hunter and splattered into wisps of flame against his long coat.

Alant frowned at the impact point and brushed it clean.

“Open fire!” Clarke ordered, and squeezed the trigger again.

The front of the mansion erupted into a chaotic fusillade. Ice shields splintered. Crystalline bones shattered. Storm golems covered their faces protectively, but Alant and his brides stood their ground, every shot aimed at them flaming out into fading corpse fire.

Clarke, Brooke, and Hyacinth emptied their revolvers, then shook out the spent casings and slotted in more from their speedloaders. Emma rattled off twenty shots, then ejected the spent magazine and slapped in a fresh one. Their techniques wouldn’t win them any awards at shooting competitions, but they weren’t amateurish either, and the team poured concentrated fire downstream.

“Eat this!” Dahlia hurled a flaming ball with an overhand throw. The projectile impacted against a frost skeleton’s shield, stuck there for a few dramatic seconds, and then exploded with a sharp crack. The blast hurtled crystalline body parts high into the air, and they came down in a jumbled rain.

One bone hit Alant in the shoulder, and he frowned more deeply.

Shimoda levitated a few feet higher and spread her arms. Magic circles lit across the ground, and more skeletons formed out of the icy mist, replenishing their depleted ranks.

“Advance!” Alant shouted.

The skeletons marched forward in lockstep, their formation hunkered down behind their shields, ice blades bristling between the gaps. The three golems tromped forward, electricity snapping across their metal frames.

“Concentrate fire on the center golem!” Clarke shouted, and unloaded a whole cylinder into the monster.

The others adjusted their aims, and enchanted bullets pounded the golem. A flood of spells savaged its body: Break softened its defenses, Cripple nullified the electrical aura, Paralyze caused its stride to stutter, and Immolate set the whole creature ablaze.

The golem only made it halfway to the front door before it crumpled into a hulk of ruined, flaming metal. The rest of the monsters continued their advance, immune to fear, ignorant of their casualties.

“Cease fire!” Clarke shouted. “Back away from the windows!”

Everyone pulled back to the table, some grabbing additional magazines or speedloaders. Clarke joined them and slotted the revolver back into his harness. He summoned his thirstblade.

Each step from the golems shook the walls and thudded up through his feet. The front doors shuddered from a mighty impact.

“Now, Dahlia! Arm them!”

“You got it!” The witch crossed her arms. A magic circle lit around her feet and flaming flower petals swirled around her.

The doors shook again, and the locks splintered, but this time a violet light enveloped them, and they exploded outward in cones of wooden shrapnel. The golem toppled onto its back, an arm and part of its torso missing.

A frost skeleton smashed its spear through one of the windows, and flames erupted, consuming the monster and everything behind it for several yards. Another window shattered, and an explosion blew bits of skeletons back across the yard.

The third and last golem rammed its shoulder into the wall, and cracks spidered upward. Clarke wasn’t sure if the creature had been directed to avoid more conventional points of entry or if it was just that dumb. Either way, it slammed into the wall again, and chunks of plaster pattered to the floor.

Another impact, and the wall split open.

“Hold your fire!” Clarke shouted. “Brooke and Sammy, with me!”

The golem burst through, wood and plaster cascading off its smooth, broad shoulders. It stomped forward, energy crackling about its limbs, but then the Wards hit it. Its movements turned sluggish, as if it were wading through deep water, and the electrical aura faltered.

Clarke rushed in, the werewolf and slime girl at his side. He sliced through the golem’s thigh, and the creature toppled forward. Brooke sank her claws into a forearm and yanked back hard. The electrical binders holding the limb in place stretched and thinned, then broke with a flash of light. Brooke chucked the limb away and raked her claws through the golem’s face.

Sammy pummeled the golem with enlarged fists, beating the bronze armor inward until water leaked from its internal plumbing. The monster tried to rise on one arm, but Clarke lopped off the limb then slashed through the main body. The golem’s energy winked out, and it crumpled to the floor in pieces.

Frost skeletons poured through the gap in the mansion’s defenses, but Clarke hit them with Wide Blood Boil, and the others held them back with claws, fists, and guns.

Far back with his brides, Alant’s lips curled with cruel disdain. A magic circle formed around his feet, and the mansion shook.

“Antimagic Hex!” Ashley shouted. “He’s weakening our defenses!”

“Do what you can to shore them up!” Clarke replied.

“We’ll try!” The angel spread her wings, and her halo blazed with light and purpose. Beside her, Hyacinth bowed her head, and a magic circle glowed at her feet.

A second circle appeared around Alant, and then a third. He struck the mansion with both spells, and each ethereal impact shuddered through the building, reeking from the bloody essence of vampiric magic.

A fourth circle appeared, and the vampire hit them again.

Then again and again.

And again and again and again.

The hexes kept coming, as if Alant’s reserves were endless. He poured his strength and hate and evil into the onslaught, and the Wards began to break down.

“He’s punching through!” Ashley warned. “We can’t⁠—”

Explosions ripped across the exterior in a vicious staccato.

“What was that?” Clarke demanded.

“Shit!” Dahlia snapped. “He’s triggering my traps early!”

More blasts rocked the building, and more hexes slammed into them. The ground quaked underneath his magical onslaught.

Shimoda summoned more frost skeletons, though Clarke noticed this batch was less numerous than the last one. Yes, their foes were powerful, and the mansion’s defenses had been shaken almost to the breaking point, but that victory had cost the vampire and his brides. Their strength had limits, too.

Alant pointed to either side, and the brides split up, Shimoda floating to the right and Faraday dashing to the left.

“What are they doing?” Brooke asked. “Trying to flank us or something?”

“No way the Wards’ll hold out those two,” Ashley said. “If they get in, it’ll be trouble.”

“I know.” Clarke turned to the team. “Brooke, Sammy, intercept Faraday.”

“On it!” Brooke growled, and the two demihumans dashed out of the foyer.

“Meanwhile, I’ll go after Shimoda.” Clarke grabbed a speedloader with Cripple bullets and reloaded his revolver. “The rest of you hold here as best you can, but don’t engage the hunter. Fall back if you have to. Got it?”

“Will do, Clarke.” Emma picked up one of the grenades with a fierce gleam in her eyes. “You can count on us.”

[image: ]


Shimoda skirted the perimeter, and Clarke shadowed her from within, catching glimpses of her through the windows he passed. He lost track of her near the garage and suspected she’d ducked inside somewhere, so he headed there next.

The garage was wide and deep enough for twelve cars stored in rows of six, and the majority of that space was taken up by everyone’s personal cars, Sammy’s BMWs and motorbikes, and a few additions from the Greys. Three garage doors provided access to the interior, and the central door had been blasted apart by one of Dahlia’s traps.

Shimoda floated in through the gap, pale mist swirling around her.

Clarke snapped up his revolver and fired, but the shot veered away and thunked into a tire on Brooke’s Jeep Wrangler. The wheel deflated with a long low sigh. Shimoda’s cold, dead eyes met his, and she summoned a crystalline naginata into her outstretched hands. But instead of fighting him, she floated upward and disappeared through the ceiling.

A spike of panic shot through Clarke, and he bolted toward the stairs.

Ixia’s workshop was above the garage!

He bounded up the steps three at a time, reached the landing, and barreled down the corridor. Someone cried out behind the workshop’s door.

“Ixia! Hepatica!” he shouted. “Get out of there!”

He lowered his shoulder and crashed through the door. The Eloises lay side by side within a magic circle with Hepatica kneeling by their heads, only starting to rise. Ixia crouched by her mother, pistol drawn.

Shimoda phased up through the floor and turned the naginata’s icy blade toward Ixia. She lunged, but the witch fired first.

The distance between the two was less than five yards, and whatever magic protected the yuki-onna failed to divert the shot. The bullet whisked through her, but not before Crippling the bride’s defenses. Her body turned substantial, and she tripped forward, her feet still within the floor.

Ixia rattled off shot after shot. Her Ruger LCR chambered .22LRs, a far lighter cartridge than the .44 Magnums his own weapon carried. But Ixia hadn’t made a mistake in her weapon of choice. The small, easy-to-carry, easy-to-conceal revolver chambered eight rounds, and all of them were packed with potent spells.

The second bullet reinforced the Cripple spell afflicting Shimoda—banishing what remained of her incorporealism—and the rest carried a mix of enchantments Dahlia had crafted specifically for her sister’s defense, should she need to protect herself or her unborn child.

That moment was now, and those spells ripped through Shimoda like the fury of an ancient god. Her chest blew open. Her arm flew off at the shoulder. Flames roared to life as if she were made from dry, dead wood.

Ixia unloaded eight shots into the bride. All of them hit, and when her ninth pull of the trigger clicked against a spent cartridge, she didn’t empty the cylinder or fumble for a speedloader. No, she cross-pulled the second revolver with her left hand and fired another eight shots into the creature so intent on killing her, her mother, and everyone else in the room.

That gun clicked empty, and she stood motionless for a moment, both arms outstretched, barrels smoking from enchanted powder and magic.

Shimoda collapsed forward, most of her chest and all of her face missing. She hit the floor with a wet squelch and lay still, pale blood spreading from a pale corpse. Hepatica stared at the mess, mouth agape with a mixture of awe and horror at the destruction her daughter had wrought.

“Shit, she scared me!” Ixia lowered her arms. “Freaky bitch climbing up out of the floor like that!” She holstered one of her guns then opened the cylinder on the other and reloaded. “Clarke, nice of you to drop by. We got more incoming?”

“Yeah, but not here.” Clarke glanced at what remained of the fallen bride. “You, uh, seem to have the situation here under control. I’m needed elsewhere. Stay safe, stay sharp.”

“Don’t you worry, Clarke.” Ixia closed the cylinder with a satisfying click. “You can count on me.”

He took one last look at Shimoda’s broken body, then nodded.

“That I can.”

He turned and left, confident Ixia had things in hand on this side of the mansion.
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Clarke was about to call Brooke and Sammy on the radio when a roaring, rattling cacophony echoed down the halls. He sprinted toward the source and burst out onto the back patio near the swimming pool. Brooke and Sammy had engaged the dragonkin bride, and their battle was in full swing.

Faraday stood at the head of the newly drained pool. Wind and water swirled around her in a wild vortex, lashing at Brooke with enough force for the speeding ribbons of water to tear through her fur and cut her flesh. Sammy’s outline wavered under the torrential sideways rain, and her slime turned pale and translucent as the bride’s attack diluted her. The vortex tore shingles and loose panels off the mansion, adding to the chaos around them, and lightning forked from Faraday’s hands and tattered wings.

Clarke raised a hand to protect his face, and his shield snapped from a thousand tiny impacts. Brooke snarled, struggling to push forward against the roaring storm. A bolt of lightning struck the werewolf, and her skin sizzled, but she only bared her fangs in scant recognition of the injury.

Clarke marched forward, leaning in with each step. His thirstblade shook in his hand from the force of the wind, and the cutting rain sparked red against his defenses.

“You see it now, don’t you?” Faraday shouted, her voice carried by the storm. “You insignificant whelps never stood a chance!”

She spun her axe around and strummed the stringless shaft. A chord thundered on the wind, and lightning spat out, striking all three of them. Brooke took the hit without so much as a flinch, and Clarke’s shield absorbed the brunt of the attack, but Sammy wasn’t so lucky.

Electricity arced through her body, and her slime spasmed violently, losing all semblance of its humanoid shape. She dropped to the ground in a quivery puddle, down but not out. Her body contracted, ejecting water from a thousand unseen orifices. She then reformed two arms, grabbed the edge of the pool, and hauled her head and upper torso out of the slime puddle. Her eyes burned with blue light, and her slime brightened into a vivid pink.

Faraday stroked her axe again, and more lightning slashed across them. The vortex strengthened, and Clarke lost a step against the thunderous wind.

His eyes flicked up to Faraday, then higher.

The air above the dragonkin was untouched by the storm’s fury. Whatever she’d conjured, it hugged the ground in a fierce maelstrom.

So, there’s an eye to this storm, he thought, and a harsh grin etched itself across his face.

“Is this the best you’ve got?” Faraday taunted, the metallic nails on her hand poised for another stroke. “You lot killed Natalie? What a joke!”

Clarke cast Fly and leaped high above the storm, thirstblade pulled back. Faraday’s eyes widened, a pang of worry creasing her face as she tracked his ascent. She gave her axe a savage strum, and lightning blasted outward.

She missed, and the bolt arced beneath his feet.

Clarke slashed through the air, and his blade left a crimson scar in its wake. A matching wound cut through Faraday, and she screamed, flinching back. Runes flashed on her armored vest, the chestplate shattered, and blood spat from her chest. The storm caught the streak of blood and turned it into a long, swirling ribbon.

The storm slackened, and Brooke saw her chance. She lowered her head and rushed forward, claws spread. Faraday swung her axe around in a swift arc, and the blade chopped deeply into Brooke’s side.

The blow would have crippled or even killed a lesser being, but Brooke was a werewolf, her body a font of strength and killer rage. Green lightning scorched through her, sizzling fur and flesh, but she fought through the pain and roared in Faraday’s face, fangs bared.

Brooke grabbed her foe by the throat, claws crushing inward against bronze scales, and the dragonkin gasped and squirmed against her iron grip. She lifted the bride into the air and smashed her down like she was nothing more than a limp ragdoll. Flagstones shattered beneath the blow.

The storm died completely, and Faraday twisted around to her hands and knees, desperate to flee. She started to scramble away, but Brooke stomped onto her back, and the dragonkin gasped in pain.

Brooke latched onto her head with both hands, her fingers holding the dragonkin’s jaw open. Her claws dug into the soft palette at the top of her mouth, and she brought the bride’s head close. Her fierce yellow eyes were mere inches from the woman’s terrified face.

“How about we play fetch … with this!”

Muscles flexed within Brooke’s huge arms, and she pulled back on Faraday’s head. The dragonkin’s eyes bugged out, and a gurgling, whimpering exhale escaped her throat. Her neck stretched, vertebrae straining against the werewolf’s power. Scales ripped. Flesh tore with sickening wetness. Bones splintered.

And then, with a triumphant, bestial howl, Brooke ripped the bride’s head off. The axe in her side splintered and vanished, and she craned her neck, jaws wide as she bellowed into the sky, the skull of her vanquished foe clutched in one hand, its corpse crushed beneath her feet.

Brooke emptied her lungs with savage jubilation. But then she suddenly became aware of their stares. She cut off the sound with a clap of her jaw then glanced over at her companions.

“Remind me to never piss you off again!” Sammy exclaimed.

Brooke lowered her head with a quiet, embarrassed whimper.

“You okay?” Clarke asked, back on the ground.

“Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just …”

She regarded the severed head as if it were a piece of incriminating evidence and tossed it away. The head rolled across the ground, leaving a thin trail of blood in its wake, then fell into the swimming pool with a quiet ploop.

“Sorry about that. I got a little carried away.”

“A little?” Sammy asked.

“Eh.” Brooke shrugged. “Got the job done, didn’t I?”

“That you did.” Clarke gave her a pat on the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s rejoin the others.”


Twenty-One


They found the foyer with a new hole in the wall, piles of broken frost skeletons across the floor, and all four women alive and well, hunkered behind what remained of the outer wall.

“What’s your status?” Clarke asked, hurrying over.

“Alant’s out of goons,” Emma said, hand resting on her rifle. “Though we have Dahlia to thank for most of it.”

“Some of my best work, if I do say so myself.” The witch grinned with a delicate hand on her chest.

Clarke swept his gaze over the bodies and wreckage.

“Sure looks the part. Excellent work.”

“Yeah, that’s the stuff.” Dahlia fanned herself. “Praise me more, Clarke. You can light my fires any day you want.”

“Uhh …” He cleared his throat. “Where’s the hunter?”

“Out on the front yard still.” Emma pointed a thumb in the general direction. “And he’s all alone.”

“What’s he doing?”

“Glaring at us,” Ashley said. “Very intensely. He’s cast several spells, but the area’s so saturated with magic I couldn’t identify them.”

“Whatever they were,” Emma said, “he clearly didn’t expect us to give him this much trouble. Nor did he expect to face both us and a whole coven.”

“You’re welcome!” Dahlia said brightly.

Clarke nodded. The women around him had performed so well against such overwhelming odds that he couldn’t help but feel a warming within his chest: a mixture of gladness and pride at the marvelous companions who stood so staunchly with him against this foe.

He nodded once more.

“It’s time for us to finish this,” he said, and stepped through the wrecked front door.

Alant’s eyes met his. They were cold, dark pits under his furrowed brow.

“You coming out to surrender?” the hunter taunted.

“No. I’m here to kill you next.”

Clarke stopped a few paces outside the mansion, the combined might of Broken Fang and the Ashen Flowers at his back.

“You’ll fail, blood knight.”

“You so sure about that?” Clarke held his thirstblade, the blade humming with power.

“Absolutely.” The hunter conjured an obsidian mace. He held it in one hand, his shotgun in the other. “Mark my words, blood knight. No matter what happens next, you’re already dead. You just haven’t realized it yet.”

“We’ll see about that.”

The hunter leered at them, and Brooke’s ears perked. She leaned close to Clarke.

“Something’s coming!” she whispered.

Clarke heard the approaching vehicles soon after. The vans from before pulled into the turnabout and parked behind the hunter. Their back doors flew open, and giant spiders skittered out.

“Is this all you’ve got, hunter?” Clarke asked, pointing his blade at the vampire. “Another trash mob to throw at us?”

One of the spiders stalked up beside the hunter, partially obscured by the gloom. Brooke gasped first, her night vision better than anyone else’s, but soon the creature stepped into the light, and Clarke realized it wasn’t a spider at all, but an arachne!

It was Marsh! Her head had been reattached at an odd angle, and there was a hole in her chest where a heart should have been, but it was her. She even wielded the same obsidian bow from before.

His eyes swept across the mass of giant spiders, and he noted the cracked chitin, missing legs, and yellow pus leaking from open wounds.

These weren’t just giant spiders!

They were undead, too!

“You see it now, don’t you?” Alant smirked at them. “I’ve worn down your defenses while losing nothing in return.”

“Clarke!”

He spun to find Ixia racing down the foyer stairs.

“The yuki-onna! She disappeared through the floor! I think she’s⁠—”

“Look!” Brooke pointed toward the garage.

A pale apparition floated out toward the hunter.

“The other side, too!” Emma called out, and Clarke whirled his gaze around to see Faraday shambling toward her master. Water dripped from a head that sat awkwardly on her shoulders, and her lower jaw hung low like a hideous bone necklace.

“Fuck me.” Sammy shook her head. “Enough with fighting things more than once. Next time, we turn their bodies to paste!”

“Fine with me,” Brooke growled, spreading her claws.

“Corpses on puppet strings don’t scare us, hunter!” Clarke shouted.

“They should.” He pointed his mace at Clarke, and his undead minions surged forward.

“Back inside!” Clarke ordered.

He began to turn when Alant flashed up to him, shotgun leveled with his head. The weapon barked, and the enchanted blast threw Clarke back into the foyer. He skidded across the floor and crashed into the back wall. One of the women screamed—he couldn’t tell which through the ringing in his ears—and then Alant stood before him and fired again.

The shot crashed against Clarke’s shield in a flash of green, and then Alant slammed the mace into his chest. The impact threw him against the wall and the follow-up smashed him through in a shower of plaster and wood.

The world swam around him, but he dug deep and cast a weak Fly spell to right himself. He dropped to the ground on his feet, thirstblade held in a tight, two-handed grip.

“That the best you’ve got?” he spat, standing firm in the hallway.

Alant snarled and charged again, but this time Clarke was ready. He’d seen enough of the vampire’s moves to see the cadence of these sudden bursts of speed, and he blocked the mace in a flash of energy that shredded the carpet and ripped plaster off the walls.

Alant shoved Clarke away, and he stumbled backward for a few steps before regaining a solid footing. The hunter raised his shotgun, but Clarke dashed back in and cleaved the weapon off at the receiver.

The vampire tossed the broken weapon aside and bared his fangs.

Clarke whipped out his revolver and rattled off five quick shots. Four hit, but they impacted harmlessly on the vampire’s stiffened coat. Flickers of falling petals vanished against the black barrier as the Cripple spells failed to take hold. Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, but the chains dissolved into the coat.

“My defenses can’t be broken so easily!”

Alant threw his coat aside, green energy gathering in an open fist. He flung the ball at Clarke, and it exploded with a loud crack. Doors flew off their hinges, and the force hurtled Clarke through yet another wall.

Clarke landed against the dining room table. He pushed off it and raised his sword. The vampire shoved his way through the wreckage, mace in one hand and green fire blazing up the other. His eyes glinted with green fury.

Their weapons crashed into each other, and the eruption flung chairs aside and screeched the table across the hardwood floor.

“Come on!” Clarke shouted. “Is that all?”

“Why won’t you die!” Alant snarled in his face.

Their weapons met again and again, sparking and spitting energy with every impact. The dinner table tumbled back, and another wave blasted it to splinters. Lightning and sparks and flashes of magical fire stripped the walls and ripped boards from the floor.

Clarke sensed a weakening in his opponent. He’d yet to land a single hit on the vampire, but the battle had taken its toll on his enemy, had sapped him of some portion of his strength.

But not enough, he told himself.

Clarke needed an opening. A window in which to land a hit. If he timed Boosted Sacrifice perfectly, he’d only need the one. But he also knew if his attack failed to defeat Alant, he was as good as dead. He had only the one shot, and once he loosed it, it was all or nothing.

Alant shouted and swung into him again. The impact resonated up his arm, and he staggered back, now more aware of his own fading strength.

Yes, he’s tiring, Clarke thought coldly. But so am I. I need to end this, and soon!

He fought on, and their battle moved deeper into the mansion, through blasted walls and across wrecked floors. Still, the vampire failed to present an opening, and Clarke sensed himself reaching his limits. He backpedaled, kicked a door open, and retreated onto the back patio.

Alant followed him, advancing with the implacability of an oncoming train.

They fought on, down the side of the pool, across the slick, glistening stones.

“I see them!” Sammy shouted.

She and Brooke burst through the swinging door. The three of them formed a rough triangle around the hunter, who shot fierce glances at each of them.

“How do you like this, you bloodsucker?” Sammy formed her fists into mallet heads. “It’s three against one, now!”

“Not quite.” Alant sneered and pointed an arm at Brooke. “Tara, attack!”

The vampire’s trench coat transformed into a flowing mass of black oil that rippled down his arm and burst off his hand. The blob splashed into Brooke, murky tendrils whipping around her arms and legs. Brooke snarled and ripped one arm free and began clawing at the mass.

But then the werewolf’s eyes bulged, and she dropped to her knees and vomited.

“A slime?!” Clarke exclaimed.

“Exactly. Tara!” Alant snapped out the name like a whip. “Choke her to death!”

The wriggling mass undulated up Brooke’s neck and enveloped her head. She tried to scream, but the black slime poured down her throat, choking off her air and flooding her lungs and stomach. She flailed about on the ground, clawing desperately at the suffocating mass.

Clarke moved to help, but Alant cut him off.

“I think not.” Alant sneered at him. “Let my bride have her fun.”

“Hang on, Brooke!” Sammy dove toward the downed werewolf. “Help’s coming!”

She transformed into a liquefied arc that splashed into the black slime, infusing it with veins of pink. The two slimes spasmed against each other, then flowed off the werewolf in a chaotic, swirling melee. Brooke vomited out the filth flooding her lungs. She gasped for air and backed away from the fight on her hands and knees.

The two slimes rolled and tussled across the patio until they burst apart, both reforming into colored humans. Tara flowed upward into a voluptuous woman, her skin the color and sheen of an oil slick.

“I’ve got this one, Clarke!” Sammy raised her fists. “Time for some girl-on-girl action!”

Back beside the mansion, Brooke threw up again.

Sammy rolled her eyes. “Everyone’s a critic.”

Tara watched Sammy with black, emotionless eyes. She engorged one of her arms, and it split six ways. The flesh stretched and lengthened, flailing about like tentacles belonging to a creature from H.P Lovecraft’s worst nightmares.

That, or a very predictable hentai.

“Eww!” Sammy cringed. “I didn’t mean it like that!”

Tara sprinted forward and tackled Sammy, her tentacles writhing around the pink slime girl. The two crashed back through a glass sliding door.

Brooke vomited once more, down for this fight.

“Now it’s just you and me, hunter.” Clarke pointed his blade at the man.

“So it would seem.”

“Any last words before I kill you?”

Alant snorted. “Where does this sudden confidence spring from?”

“It’s because you’ve been leeching off your slime bride this whole time, like a man-sized parasite. She’s been tanking the hits for you, but now it really is just you and me.” Clarke raised his weapon. “And I’m a blood knight. I know how to kill vampires.”

“Is that so?” Alant readied his own weapon in a two-handed grip. “Then take your best shot, blood knight. It’ll be your last.”

Clarke slid his back foot out for better leverage and waited, tense and ready. A moment of silence fell over the back yard, free of the cacophony of battles raging elsewhere. It was just the two of them. Two warriors, weary from battle, but willing—even eager—for this to be the deciding stroke.

Clarke narrowed his eyes, and Alant glared back, green fire glinting within his pupils. Their muscles tensed. Their grips tightened. Magic roiled within both, mana accumulating, spells primed.

Brooke heaved up more sludge, and Clarke used the ugly sound as the pistol shot to start the race. He surged forward and cast Boosted Sacrifice. The thirstblade transformed into a bar of purest white, and blood-soaked petals fluttered behind the killing blow.

Alant dashed out to meet him, his entire body engulfed in green flames. His mace darkened to pitch, “glowing” with a strange antilight that cast long, deep shadows.

The two weapons clashed with the sound of a bell being struck, both silvery and pure but dark and discordant at the same time. A cataclysm of white and black erupted around them. The stones at their feet trembled, then exploded outward, and the water geysered out of the pool.

The shaft of Alant’s mace cracked, then splintered into obsidian shards, and Clarke drew his attack down through the man’s chest. His blade cleaved a hot, burning gash through both armor and flesh, and Alant staggered back, clutching the wound.

“No!” he gasped, and one of his rings blazed like a green star. Veins of light spread underneath the vampire’s skin, but then green runes lit across his body, slowing their advance.

Slowing, but not stopping.

Alant studied the wound for a brief moment. Realization dawned on his face, even a strange sort of acceptance, and then his arms fell slack. He chuckled darkly.

“That was … a better shot than I expected.” He dropped to his knees. “But even in death, I win. See you soon, blood knight.”

He looked skyward and opened his mouth. Smoke rose from his throat, and his eyes crisped from the inside. His chest bulged with terrific inner force, and then he exploded into a fountain of blood and gore.

Clarke held out his thirstblade, now scarlet again, and let it drink in the vampire’s spent, wasted life. The blade autocast Drain, and the man’s life essence flowed into Clarke, healing his wounds, restoring lost strength and vitality.

But there was something else in the life stream, something hidden within the exchange of magic that caught him completely by surprise. The presence was dark and sickly and stank of putrefied flesh, and now, thanks to Drain, it infected every inch of his body.

He dropped to his hands and knees, and his blade vanished into winking motes. His vision blurred, and his ears rang. Darkness squeezed around him, turning his sight into a dimming tunnel. He gasped for air, an invisible weight crushing his chest.

He found himself on his back, unsure how he got there. Stars twinkled overhead, but so very, very few. Where had all the stars gone?

He heard distant but frantic shouts that came to him through layers of gauze. Someone touched him, and he wondered who and why.

A face appeared overhead within a contracting tunnel of deep black.

“Sammy … Hey there …”

Did he say those words? Or had he imagined them?

He didn’t know anymore.

Something else touched him, embraced him, squeezed around him. But this time it didn’t crush him. Instead, it felt … good, for lack of a better word. Wholesome and comforting.

He closed his eyes.

Someone shouted his name.

Was the voice telling him to keep his eyes open?

But why?

He was tired. Weaker than he’d ever been in his entire life.

He needed to rest.

To regain his strength.

He kept his eyes closed and let the world drift away.

Someone called out to him, over and over again.

He heard that desperate voice straining to reach him, but all sound and sight were fading away.

Fading, fading, fading.

And then gone.


Twenty-Two


Clarke awoke beneath the soft weight of a fluffy, warm comforter.

“Hey there, sleepy head.”

He blinked, and his eyes adjusted to the bright room. A beautiful woman sat on the bedside, smiling down at him. She was dressed as a nurse, but not in the modern style. Instead, this was the Japanese fetish version of a nurse’s attire.

The young woman wore her fiery red hair in a long braid down the back of her short white dress. A very short and tight dress with a diamond window that showed off her firm, deep cleavage. Her hand rested on white stockings held up by garter straps. She’d topped off the outfit with a white nurse’s cap bearing a large red cross.

“Sammy?” Clarke groaned, and smacked his lips. His mouth and lips were dry.

“Good, you recognize me.” Her eyes flashed with bluish light, and she patted his leg through the comforter. “We’re already off to a great start.”

“Of course I recognize you. This is the shape you used during our first date, though the outfit is different.”

“You like it?” She snapped one of her garter straps. “I thought I’d wake you up in proper style.”

He blinked again, but then a sudden urgency snapped his eyes wide.

“Where am I?” He started to sit up. “What’s going on?”

“Shh.” Sammy placed a hand on his chest, urging him to lay still. “Take it slow. You’ve been through a lot.”

“What happened?” He glanced around. “How’d I end up in your room?”

“I carried you here. Yours is … a bit of a mess. Half the mansion is, to be frank, but we’re working on that. We’ve draped tarps over the really big holes or closed off some of the outer rooms. There’s debris everywhere, but we’re cleaning that up, too.”

“Are we in danger?”

“No. No danger at all.” She bent down and gave his forehead a soft kiss. “And a lot of that is thanks to you. Everyone pitched in, of course, but you’re the one who took down the hunter.”

“The hunter.” He scooched up higher on the pillows and pursed his lips. “The hunter and his brides. There was a fourth one.”

“That’s right. Tara, the dark slime.”

“What happened to her?”

“Alant killed her.” Sammy frowned, then shrugged. “Sucked her dry through the bond ring in a last-ditch effort to save his own skin.”

“What about Brooke? Is she okay?”

“She’s fine. I removed most of the toxins Tara hit her with. She’s sleeping it off.”

“Good? What about your parents?”

“Still weak, but don’t you worry. Everyone is going to be fine.” She ran her fingertips across his cheek. “You pulled us through the fire. Sure, we got singed, but it’s nothing we can’t mend.”

“I didn’t do it alone.”

“No, but you’re Broken Fang’s leader. You’re the one who led us to victory. Sunday would have gone a lot differently without you.”

“Sunday?” His brow creased. “Sammy, what day is it?”

“Tuesday. Bright and early in the morning.”

“Then … I was out for…”

“About a day and a half.”

“That long?” He sat up higher, using the pillows to support his back. “What happened to me?”

“Alant hit you with a counter spell. Counter Drain Death, to be precise. Emma or one of the witches would be able to tell you more, but the short version is Alant trapped his own body with that spell. It went off when your thirstblade Drained him, and it hit you especially hard because of how Drain works.”

Clarke nodded, some of his memories of the fight resurfacing. The vitality he’d absorbed from the dying vampire had shot through his body, spreading the Death spell through him far faster than if he’d been hit from the outside. The ploy had almost worked, too. If he’d merely wounded Alant, the hunter would have killed him after the spell had brought him low. It was only the combination of Sacrifice and Boost that had saved his life.

Again.

“I’ll need to be careful of that in the future.”

“Way ahead of you. Emma, Ashley, and Ixia are putting their heads together to develop a protective spell that’ll prevent Drain from being used against you in the future. They’ll probably apply the spell to one of the rings.”

“Rings?” Clarke raised an eyebrow. “Plural?”

“That’s right. We recovered six more: three from the brides and three from the bloody smear you left on the back patio. Took us a while to track down those. One ended up on the roof and another almost reached the woods. You really exploded the bastard.”

“He had it coming.” Clarke let his head sink into the pillows. “Did the fight draw any … unwanted attention?”

“Hepatica took care of that. Pulled just about every favor she could with the demihumans on the police force. Had to grease a few palms, too, but she managed to get the authorities to look the other way. We’re in the clear, legally at least. CCU is trying to figure out what to do with this newest spat of openings, but they’ll manage. As for the Academy of Silence, that’s a less certain topic.

“As far as we can tell, Alant was operating in isolation from other vampires, going after your blood and the Portal of Gold for his own gain. Seems possible, perhaps even likely, that he never reported us back to HQ, so we may have lucked out on that front and retained our anonymity. But even if we did, matters are bound to escalate. A d-hunter is dead, and that’ll attract more to this region all by itself.”

“We’ll need to be careful with any new arrivals to the region.” Clarke shifted his legs over the side of the bed and rubbed his scratchy face.

“How do you feel?”

“Weak. Hungry, too.”

“Well, I’m here to help you with both. I’ve been putting my new abilities to good use, sucking the toxins out of Brooke and the counter spell out of you. Fortunately, both of you are tough as nails, Brooke naturally and you because of all the magic and abilities you’ve absorbed.”

“How about your parents? How are they dealing with all of this? I imagine the hexes are making it difficult for them to process what’s happened.”

“Yeah, about their hexes.” Sammy gave him a nervous smile. “Funny you should mention that. You see, Hepatica ended up purging a bit more than just the Decay …”
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Clarke and Sammy met with her parents after he’d eaten, showered, and shaved. He dressed once more in his suit, and Sammy traded the nurse fetish gear for an elegant pink dress. They met the Eloises in Sammy’s art room, which had survived the battle relatively intact. Digital paintings of fantastical people and monsters covered the walls, though a few of the printed sculptures had fallen off the shelves.

Sammy tore down the yaoi nudes before her parents arrived, and Clarke rolled in a few extra chairs.

Ashley escorted the parents to the room, her wings and halo purposefully visible. Both parents stole glances at her angelic form before turning their attention to the newlyweds.

“Mr. and Mrs. Eloise.” Clarke extended a hand. “Good to see you two up and about. I trust everyone’s been taking good care of you?”

“Yes, thank you.” Jean-Paul gave his hand a firm shake without hesitation. “Everyone has been extremely supportive. Though, admittedly, the last few days have been challenging.”

“I can certainly sympathize. I went through a similar experience myself around half a year ago, though my eye-opener was less traumatic.”

“Yes, the, uh …” Celine frowned as if picking her words carefully. “The succubus woman? Is that the right term? Her name’s Emma, I believe. Anyway, she mentioned what you went through and how she helped remove your mind hex. Though”—the woman’s cheeks flushed—“I could have gone without the more salacious details.”

“Her descriptions were quite … vivid,” Jean-Paul added.

“That sounds like Emma,” Sammy said with a shrug. “She is a succubus after all.”

“She’s been very helpful,” Celine said. “And patient with us. Hell, she’s practically talked our ears off after each question!”

“Emma’s quite knowledgeable when it comes to the occult,” Clarke said. “Feel free to ask her anything.”

“I do have one question,” Jean-Paul said with a worried look. “Though I was hesitant to ask her directly. I know she’s a succubus, but she doesn’t … drain people’s souls, does she?”

“No, no. Nothing of the sort.” Clarke made a shooing gesture. “Being around her is perfectly safe.”

Jean-Paul nodded, his expression softening.

“It’s been one thing after another for us.” Celine sighed. “For instance, we had a conference call with our lawyer this morning. Turns out he has horns and blue skin!”

“Sounds like he’s an oni,” Clarke said. “They’re very strong and most have some magical affinity. Other than that, they’re people like the rest of us.”

“Well, he is a very good lawyer.” Jean-Paul patted his wife’s hand.

“Would you care to sit down?” Clarke gestured to the wheeled chairs with an open hand.

“Yes, please.” Celine sank into one. “I’m still a bit lightheaded.”

“Me, too, for that matter,” Jean-Paul grunted.

The two couples paired off across from each other.

“Well, Clarke,” Jean-Paul said. “I’m a direct man, so let’s cut to the chase. My wife and I have a lot we need to get off our chests.”

“I can imagine.”

“So, let’s get right to it.” Jean-Paul took a deep breath. “We’re sorry. Very, very, very sorry for the way we’ve treated both you and the relationship you have with our daughter. We … we didn’t know.”

“There’s no way you could have.”

“We thought we were protecting our daughter,” Celine said. “Protecting her from you. We thought you were after her for her money or perhaps something more nefarious. We didn’t know how to reach her, and so we tried everything we could come up with to drive a wedge between the two of you. And for that, we apologize. Fully and deeply.”

“But now we know the truth.” Jean-Paul sat back. “Our daughter has told us the kind of man you are, and we’ve seen more than enough ourselves to know she’s right. We didn’t witness everything, of course. Our brains were too addled for that, but we saw enough. Correct me if I’m wrong, but you confronted a vampire, a half-dragon, and”—he paused and frowned—“a ghost snow lady in order to save us?”

“That’s about the sum of it, sir.”

“And my daughter helped you rescue us. Along with a … werewolf?”

“That’s right.”

“And you all did this despite how we treated you?” The man shook his head in disbelief.

“You’re Sammy’s parents. And besides, it was the right thing to do.”

“That’s our Clarke!” Sammy took his hand and smiled brightly.

“I always wanted my daughter to end up with a good man.” Jean-Paul snorted. “I just didn’t expect him to be a vampire slayer! I can see now my daughter is a lucky woman to have someone like you by her side.”

“Then, sir,” Clarke replied carefully, “you consent to our marriage?”

“We do.” Celine grimaced faintly. “Now, granted, we find this harem business a bit challenging to wrap our heads around. But, that said, Emma has assured us it’s quite normal for relationships between … demihumans? Is that the term?”

“It is, ma’am. It took some getting used to for me as well.”

“What’s important is our daughter is happy,” Jean-Paul said. “Happier than I’ve seen her in years.”

“I am.” Sammy gave Clarke’s hand a squeeze. “And it’s because of him.”

“Which is why your mother and I are going to get out from underfoot. Though that doesn’t mean we’ll remove ourselves from your lives entirely. Far from it.” Jean-Paul gestured around them. “We’ve already reached out to a few contractors to handle the repairs, and all of you may use this place for as long as you wish.”

“Thank you, sir. That’s most gracious of you.”

“There’s more.” Jean-Paul leaned in. “We understand you plan to take your fight to the vampires.”

“We do, sir.”

“Then you can count on our support. You’re a member of the family now, and that entitles you to certain … resources. More than that, Celine and I want to see you win, to see these brainwashing, bloodsucking monsters dealt with. Therefore, I’m going to put actions behind those words. Starting today, our financial resources are at your disposal. Use them in whatever manner you see fit.”

“Sir … I don’t know what to say.”

“You can say ‘I accept your aid.’ Nothing else is required. Let me be clear with you, Clarke. I didn’t pick this fight. I didn’t choose to be turned into a half-blind drone. But by God, I will see this fight through with whatever weapons I have! Starting today, the Eloise family stands with you in your battle against the vampires.”

Jean-Paul’s eyes burned with determination, and Celine added her own resolute nod.

“Thank you, sir,” Clarke replied at last. “I humbly—and gratefully—accept your aid.”

“Good!” Jean-Paul sat back and turned to his daughter. “Which leaves only one thing I need to set right. Sammy?”

The slime girl tensed.

“We’ve been worried about you for so long,” Jean-Paul began. “Years now. Ever since that nasty fall of yours. We saw the distance grow between us afterward, fretted about how to correct it. And not just the emotional distance, but how you refused to be with us or even touch us. I’ve gone years without any hugs from my baby girl. That hurt.” He shook his head. “You have no idea how much it hurt!”

“I know, Daddy, but⁠—”

“Please.” Her father held up a hand. “Let me finish. The thing is, we didn’t know why. But now we do, and I have a favor to ask. Two, in fact.”

“Name them.”

“Can we see … the real you?”

Sammy grimaced, and her hand tightened around Clarke’s.

“Please?” her father asked, almost begging.

“Go on.” Clarke rubbed the top of her hand.

“But I’m …”

“A monster?” Clarke shook his head. “You know that’s not true. And besides, these are your parents. You don’t have to hide who you really are from them. Not anymore.”

She hesitated for long seconds, then gave the room a firm nod.

“All right. Here goes.”

She closed her eyes. Her skin turned pink. Her hair brightened to a fiery red. She opened her eyes, and they glowed with bluish inner light.

Clarke wasn’t sure what he expected from the Eloises. Surprise? Shock? Revulsion?

He saw none of those emotions in their eyes. Only a releasing of tension, as if a great burden had slipped off their shoulders⁠—

—and Sammy’s as well.

“There’s my baby girl.” Jean-Paul smiled warmly. “I’d recognize her anywhere, no matter what form she takes. By rights, I should at least feel surprised, but for some reason I don’t.” He swallowed audibly. “Perhaps a part of me always knew.”

“I feel the same way,” Celine said softly, her eyes moist with tears.

“Is it true, then,” Jean-Paul continued, “that you kept your distance because you didn’t want to make us sick? That your touch is poisonous?”

“Yes,” Sammy replied weakly.

“And is it also true you’ve recently learned how to control that? That it’s Clarke who helped you master this ability?”

“Yes.” She almost choked on the word.

Jean-Paul nodded. He turned to his wife, who echoed his nod.

“Then here’s our second request.” Both he and Celine held out their arms. “Can we get a hug from our baby girl?”

“Yes!” Sammy cried, pink tears leaking from her eyes. “Yes, you can!”

She stepped forward and knelt between her parents. They put their arms around her, and she embraced them for the first time in her adult life.

She wept as the three of them hugged.

She wept, but they were tears of joy.
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“We have a matter to discuss that requires your attention,” Ashley said, seated with the rest of Broken Fang on one side of the kitchen table. “Do you have some time?”

“Sure.” Clarke sat down across from them. “What do you need?”

Ashley gave Ixia a nod, and the witch placed a folded piece of red velvet on the table. She unfolded the cloth to reveal six obsidian rings of various sizes.

“The bond rings you recovered from Alant and the brides,” Clarke said.

“That’s right. And with these six, we now possess all we need.”

“I believe I see where this is going.”

“Four pairs of rings in total. Four willing women.” Ashley passed an open palm over the bands. “The ideal outcome is obvious, assuming all parties consent to the bonds.”

“Oh, there’s so much consent at this table,” Emma said with a glint in her eyes, then licked her full, rosy lips. “I can practically taste the yearning.”

“Only four?” Clarke asked the celestial. “What about yourself?”

“Well.” Ashley sniffed with a subtle frown. “Let me rephrase that. Broken Fang has four members we know you can bond with safely.” Her frown deepened for a moment, then faded behind a mask of cool composure. “Unfortunately, my powers remain an uncertain and dangerous factor.”

“I see.” He swept his gaze across the ladies of Broken Fang, his eyes lingering on each.

Sammy sat back with a sly smile, content to watch the discussion play out. Brooke sat rigidly, ears high, tail wagging, her eyes cautiously optimistic. Ixia wore a guarded smile, and her hand settled upon the now-visible bulge of her unborn child.

And Emma …

Her cheeks were flushed with excitement, her breaths low but heavy while her hand crept ever closer to the growing heat between her legs.

“Am I correct in assuming these rings work the same as this one?” Clarke raised the silver band around his left ring finger.

“Yes,” Ashley replied. “I’ll need to cleanse the rings first, but that’s hardly an issue. It’ll take time with this many rings but otherwise will be a trivial procedure. The only true obstacle is making sure the magical requirements are met to establish the bond in the first place.”

“Which means we need to be married.”

“Correct again,” Ashley replied simply, and sat back.

Clarke glanced back to the others. Brooke sat forward, and her tail wagged hard, beating across the back of her chair. Ixia smiled warmly, and Emma bit her lower lip to contain herself.

“Well?” Ashley cocked an eyebrow. “Shall I make preparations for another ceremony?”

“First things first.” Clarke rose and snatched three of the rings from the velvet cloth. “I want to do this properly.”

He rounded the table and knelt beside the succubus, who wriggled in her seat with barely contained excitement.

“Emma, will you marry me?” He held out one of the rings.

Her eyes twinkled with mischief.

“How’s this for an answer?”

She tugged on his shirt and brought him close. Their lips met, and she kissed him, deep and long, her tongue darting aggressively into his mouth. She grabbed the back of his head, holding him there and sucking on his face as if he were oxygen and she’d been seconds from asphyxiation. Their tongues rolled and dueled against each other, and she took his free hand and placed it atop her breast.

Their mouths parted with a clear arc of saliva that snapped into nothingness.

Emma licked her lips.

“That was a yes, by the way.”

“I, uh …” Clarke cleared his throat. “I could tell.”

He slipped the ring over her finger then shifted one step over and knelt beside the wolf girl.

“Brooke, will you⁠—”

“YES! OH GOD, YES!”

Clarke winced from the volume of her reply.

“Would it be all right if I finished the question first?”

“Oh.” She shrank back. “Okay. Sorry!”

“That’s all right.” He held out another ring. “Will you marry me?”

Brooke hesitated, as if unsure she had permission to reply, and when he raised his eyebrows, she nodded excitedly.

“Yes, my alpha. Absolutely!”

Clarke slipped the ring onto her finger then shifted over once more.

“Hey there, Clarke.” Ixia ran her hand over her modest belly bulge.

“I know you took yourself out of the running last time, but …”

“Don’t you worry. I’ve reconsidered my position.”

“Glad to hear it.” He held out the last ring. “Will you marry me?”

Ixia snatched the ring from his palm and stuck it on a finger with a wide grin.

“I thought you’d never ask.”


Twenty-Three


Ashley and Ixia cleansed and electroplated the rings, and they held the ceremony that following Saturday on the back patio. The sun was high in a clear blue sky. The vampire blood had been washed away, the swimming pool refilled, and the flagstone path repaired close to its original state. The mansion itself still showed signs of the battle with tarps draped over gaping holes and boards placed over missing doors or windows, but the back had suffered less overall damage than the front, making it the better choice for this quadruple wedding.

Ashley, wings spread and cracked halo glowing bright, stood beneath an elaborate flowering arch ordered by the Greys and fashioned by the dryads at Quigley Farm. The Quigleys weren’t in attendance, which Clarke was thankful for given his awkward visit to the farm a few months back, but the crowd was significantly larger than their first, private ceremony.

Clarke waited to one side of the podium, dressed in a proper black-tie tuxedo. He glanced across the families who’d gathered to celebrate the coming unions.

Fiona Rose sat in the front row alongside three other succubi and one incubus ranging in age from late teens to mid-twenties. Behind them were Dahlia and Hyacinth Grey, and taking up three whole rows were the members of the Hawthorne family (or, more correctly, the Hawthorne pack). Brooke’s parents—Vince and Luna Hawthorne—had also volunteered members of the pack to serve in the ceremony, which was why wolf people in suits or dresses stood in for the best man, flower girl, and the maids of honor.

Celine Eloise sat by herself in the back row, glancing around, her awe and puzzlement partially hidden behind a serene, cultured mask.

Clarke’s parents weren’t in attendance. He’d yet to tell them anything about Broken Fang, let alone this business of marrying three demihumans and a witch! That wasn’t because he didn’t want to tell them; he did, but he also understood they weren’t a part of this world. Perhaps one day he’d be able to share the happy news with them, but for now it was safer for them to remain both ignorant and far, far away from all this.

Oliver Rose brought out Emma first, resplendent in a lacy white gown that left her wings and tail exposed, though the latter bore a white lacy ribbon. Vince Hawthorne followed with Brooke, her wedding dress sporting a furry white shawl around her bare shoulders which emphasized the collar around her neck. Hepatica escorted Ixia up the aisle next, taking the place of the young witch’s deadbeat necromancer father. Her daughter wore a long robe and a tall, pointed hat with a wide brim, all in white with purple flowery accents.

Jean-Paul Eloise came out with Sammy after that, his daughter in a traditional wedding dress rather than the cosplay anime armor from last time, skin pink and eyes glowing with a subtle, serene light. Sammy’s portion of the ceremony would be a reenactment, but both she and Clarke considered this an important gesture for her parents.

The four women gathered across from Clarke, and the parents took their seats.

Clarke took the moment to marvel at how fast the ladies in his life had acquired their wedding dresses. The Eloises wouldn’t have had any issues buying a gown for Sammy, but he wondered where the others had come from in so short a time. He suspected, and not without good reason, that everyone else had begun planning for this day as soon as he and Sammy had exchanged their vows.

Perhaps even earlier than that.

The thought put a smile on his face, and he returned his attention to the ceremony.

Ashley conducted this wedding in a manner similar to the first, though she wrote her own opening instead of relying on Emma’s cards, much to the succubus’s disappointment. That disappointment morphed into glee when it came time to recite their vows.

“Emma,” Ashley prompted with a curt nod. “You may go first.”

“It would be my pleasure.”

Emma retrieved a notecard crammed with text on both sides. She cleared her throat, opened her mouth, and what came out next was pretty much what Clarke had expected.

“Clarke,” she began, “when you first penetrated me with that fat, glorious dick of yours, deep down I knew you were the man for me. And I do mean deep. Because, damn! You’ve got some length on you!”

Yep, called it, he thought, unsure if he wanted to frown or chuckle. Maybe a little of both.

“I didn’t know this at first, not consciously, but as you ravished me night after night, leaving me deliciously satisfied with every encounter, I began to suspect our relationship could become something more. Your magical power and sexual prowess were what attracted me to you in the first place, but it’s your heart that kept me there by your side, at the exclusion of all other men. I saw how you treated me and the rest of the women in your life, saw the love and respect and understanding you showed each of us at every turn, and I knew—I knew—you were the one. I may be a succubus, and our kind does have a bit of a reputation, but you’re the only man for me. Here and now, before witnesses and before God, I commit myself to you, fully and without reservation, and to the bond I will share with you and these wonderful women. May our union be a bright, joyous, loving, prosperous, successful, polygamous, and sexually bountiful one with you at its center.”

Emma shot a crafty eye at the angel, who sighed helplessly behind the podium.

Stunned silence fell over the patio, which Fiona and Oliver shattered when they burst upright with feverish clapping.

“Beautiful!” Fiona declared, teary-eyed. “Look at her, honey! Our little succubus is all grown up!”

“She is! She absolutely is!”

Emma winked at her parents, and they settled back into their seats.

“The ring?” Ashley held out her open palm.

Emma took the silver band and slipped it onto Clarke’s left hand.

“Brooke?” Ashley said. “Your vows.”

“No way I can top that,” she whispered, ears drooping.

“You know”—Emma put her arm around the wolf girl—“if you can’t top the first vow, you might as well bottom it.”

Ashley groaned, bracing herself for more.

Brooke unfolded a piece of paper and snapped it out.

“Clarke.” She met his eyes then returned them to the page. “You are the smartest, strongest, and kindest man I’ve ever known, and I’m proud to call you my alpha. You are my leader, my lover, and the male I’ll follow anywhere. Every beat of my heart, every ounce of my strength, every tooth and claw is yours. You have named the vampires as your enemies, and I will not rest until these despicable foes have been broken and scattered. I am your faithful weapon, always ready at your side, and you will never face an enemy alone for as long as I live. This I swear to you, my alpha and my lover.”

Brooke took the silver ring from Ashley and slid it onto Clarke’s finger.

“Ixia?” Ashley said. “Your turn.”

“Clarke, I know our relationship didn’t start the way either of us wanted. We both had our duties to perform, but even then you thought of me, my feelings, and my comfort. You cared when you didn’t have to, when there was nothing to be gained by doing so, and that caring is what drew me in. In time, I discovered you to be brave, wise, and thoughtful. A born leader and a good man. I don’t know what the future holds, but I know with crystal clarity what I want—and that’s you, by my side, always. I love you, Clarke, and I always will.”

Ixia placed a ring on his hand.

Sammy recited her original vows, and this time she completed them without crying:

“Clarke, before I met you, I was lost. I didn’t know who I was. I didn’t know what I was. In you, I found an anchor. A focus. A means to center myself and to come to terms with what I am. You connected me with my humanity, helped me see through the monstrous exterior to the woman underneath. A woman who has found her soulmate in you. In a way, you save me from myself, and for this I commit myself to you and to your cause: warrior to warrior, woman to man, wife to husband. Your struggles are my struggles, no matter what may come to pass. I am yours, until the end of time.”

In the back, Celine sniffled into a handkerchief, and her husband put an arm around her.

Sammy slipped the silver ring back onto Clarke’s finger, giving him four on his left hand.

“And now for your vows,” Ashley said, and he nodded, unfolding the paper in his pocket.

He’d modified the original words slightly to account for all four women. He’d considered writing a vow for each of them but quickly abandoned the idea. The promise he wished to make was the same for each of them. He loved them all, deeply and equally, and he would show no favorites in this moment, or any of those to come.

“Emma, Brooke, Ixia, and Sammy: I’ve said before that I’m a simple man. When I commit to a task, I follow it through. When I give my word, I honor it. When I say ‘I love you,’ I mean it with all my heart. And that’s exactly how I feel toward all four of you. To each of you, I promise this: I shall honor you, protect you, and face the future together with you. I will never abandon you, never betray your trust, and I will always strive to be a good man, and a good husband. This is my solemn vow, and I will hold and honor it for as long as I draw breath.”

Clarke took the four gold rings and, one by one, slipped them onto each woman’s left ring finger.

“Join hands, please,” Ashley said.

Clarke held out both hands. Emma and Brooke gripped his right hand while Ixia and Sammy took hold of his left.

Ashley’s halo burned bright, and magic swept through Clarke’s fingers. A blizzard of beautiful variety tingled up his arms and warmed his chest. He felt so full of love and life and light in that moment, and his mind perceived each woman with new and vivid clarity.

“Ooh!” Ixia shuddered and let out a pleasant giggle.

Brooke’s ears rose and her eyes widened, as if she were seeing him for the first time all over again. She smiled, baring her fangs.

Emma closed her eyes, savoring the sensations with a deep sigh.

“Yeah, that’s the stuff.”

“I now pronounce you husband and wives.” Ashley brought her wings in, and the halo dimmed back to its normal luminance. “Your bonds of magic have been forged atop bonds of love, and they are strong and deep. Lead good lives, be true to each other, and these bonds will only grow stronger. However, in this moment of celebration, nothing more is required. You may now seal this beautiful union in the manner of your choosing.”

The ladies glanced amongst themselves, and each smiled, turning their eyes toward him. They each planted a delicate kiss on his lips, one after the other, and then Emma brought her head closer to his ear.

“We’re saving the rest for tonight,” she whispered, and he knew those words were a promise.
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The reception took place in the basketball court, and Vince and Luna Hawthorne provided the catering. A wide, round hole had been blown in the outer wall, and the two werewolves worked a pair of grills outside while their kids formed a relay to the food table, conveying smash burger patties, hot dogs, grilled onions, and toasted buns for the other guests.

“Thank you again for handling the food,” Clarke told Brooke’s father, holding his smash burger on a paper plate.

“Oh, it’s nothing.” Vince leaned into a fresh patty, flattening it on the griddle. “My girl’s happy, and therefore so am I. When you meet that special someone, you know it. You feel it. Isn’t that right, honey?”

“Damn straight!” Luna replied, turning hot dogs and sausages over on the next grill. She was a tall, athletic woman with dirty blonde ears and tail. Both Hawthornes had “dressed up” for the occasion, which meant their apparel didn’t have any holes from wear and tear.

“I can’t put a price on my daughter’s happiness.” Vince flashed a toothy grin. “But I can use it as an excuse to grill some awesome burgers!”

“And we’re richer for it.” Clarke took another bite from his smash burger. “By the way, these patties are fantastic. What kind of beef did you use?”

“It’s not beef.”

“Oh?”

“The meat is a blend of deer, rabbit, and quail.” The wolfman leaned in conspiratorially. “And maybe a dash of something more … fantastical. All seasoned and salted to perfection.”

“Killed the prey ourselves yesterday!” Luna bared her own fangs. “Nothing like some fresh game for the grill, and that last one put up a hell of a fight! You’d think she didn’t want to be ground into burgers!”

The two Hawthornes laughed heartily.

Fiona and Oliver Rose stepped over, bearing their own plates.

“Delicious as always, Vince!” the incubus said, giving the wolfman a firm pat on the shoulder.

“Glad you approve.”

“Still trying to figure out what that secret ingredient is, though.”

“It’s like I keep telling you. All you have to do is join me and the wife for the hunt. And then you’ll know!”

“Well, now. That’s where we run into problems.” The incubus shrugged apologetically. “I’m more of a lover than a fighter.”

“I see you two know each other,” Clarke said.

“Oh, our families go way back.” Fiona winked and then glanced over at Vince, undressing him with her eyes. “You could say we have a deep history together.”

“Ah.” Clarke nodded. “I believe I understand the relations now.”

“Watch yourself, Clarke!” Vince pointed a spatula at Oliver. “Got to keep your eye on this rascal! He’ll steal the bitch right out from under you!”

Luna laughed and shook her head.

“Vince, please,” Oliver said, barely masking his grin. “That only happened the one time, and I apologized afterward. As I recall, you were quite content with the threesome I arranged for you.”

“Ah, the memories.” Luna chuckled. “Good times.”

The wolfman snorted, but he did so with a crooked smile.

The conversation died down after that, and the Roses moved on, continuing their slow circuit of the reception. Vince waved Clarke close once they were alone.

“You know, I understand you and the ladies are very good at solving problems.”

“Depends on the kind of problem, sir, but yes, that’s a service we provide through the Greys.”

Vince nodded thoughtfully.

“Do you find yourself in need of our services?” Clarke asked delicately.

“Maybe. Not entirely sure, yet. Got an issue brewing that involves another pack, and I don’t know what to make of it. I’m wondering if an outside group—one that knows how to be discrete—might be just what the situation calls for.”

Ixia caught his eye through the hole in the wall with an exaggerated wave, and he held up a hand. Vince followed his gaze to the witch and smiled.

“You go on.” The wolfman shooed him away. “We’ll talk business later.”

“Thank you, sir. In that case, we will.”

He headed inside and joined Ixia beside her mother and the Eloises. He slipped into their rough circle and listened to the conversation already underway.

“Skyclad, you say?” Jean-Paul grimaced. “I’m afraid I’m not familiar with the concept.”

“I only wish to point out that if you found this ceremony unconventional”—Hepatica’s violet eyes twinkled—“you ain’t seen nothing yet.”

“But what is a skyclad wedding?” Celine asked. “I’m not clear on that.”

“She means a wedding where everyone prances around naked,” Ixia replied, and both Eloises goggled at her.

“Or just the witches.” Hepatica made a quick, dismissive wave. “Some covens hold that clothing interferes with their magical abilities, and there is some truth to that. Clothing does act as a barrier to mana transmission, but the effects are miniscule at best. Still, there are witches who swear by the practice, and their convictions are on full display at their weddings.”

“A few clans are downright militant in their beliefs,” Ixia said conversationally. “The worst offenders will crash non-skyclad weddings and insist everyone strip down.”

“For the ‘magical sanctity of the union.’” Hepatica rolled her eyes. “What a load of unicorn crap. Even the thickest winter coat only mitigates a fraction of a percent. You’d need something on the order of a radiation suit to really notice the difference.”

“This all sounds rather … awkward.” Celine frowned, then glanced to Jean-Paul, who’d discovered something interesting on the hardwood floor.

“Mom, Dad!” Sammy pranced over to her parents and took her mother by the arm. “There’s someone you’ve got to meet! Come on!”

“All right, all right.” Celine met Hepatica’s gaze. “We’ll talk later. I still need to ask you about that … what was it again?”

“A dryadic rejuvenating decoction.”

“And you’re sure it’ll work?”

“Absolutely. Those aches and pains you mentioned won’t stand a chance.”

Celine nodded and her lips curled with interest. Sammy gave her arm another tug, and the woman shrugged.

“If you’ll excuse us?” Celine said, and the Eloises headed over to join the Roses.

“Selling your wares?” Clarke asked once it was only him and the two witches.

“And why not?” Hepatica twirled a hand aimlessly. “They can afford it.”

“I suppose so.” He looked to Ixia. “You wanted to see me?”

“Yeah.” She placed a hand on the small bulge in her abdomen. “Mom and I wanted to talk to you.”

“Of course.” Clarke sighed. “I knew we’d need to talk about this eventually.”

“It’s not as bad as you might think.” Hepatica straightened, her posture turning more formal. “Clarke, I worry about my daughter. And when I saw that bride rise up through the floor, I feared for the worst.”

“Naturally. How soon does Ixia have to leave?”

“That depends,” Hepatica replied carefully. “You see, I witnessed something else in that room, something I hadn’t expected. I saw my daughter defend herself, and that shifted my perspective on the situation. She may not be a frontline fighter, but she’s far from helpless. Still, there are many factors to consider, and the safety of your child is and must be at the top of that list.”

“I understand what you’re saying, but I’m not sure I follow where you’re going with this.”

“Sorry.” Hepatica flashed a quick smile. “Then let me speak more plainly. I told you before, I want to see where all of this goes.” She made an expansive gesture. “You have one hell of a team, and my daughter is an integral part of that. If I yank her away, I weaken the whole, despite my honorable intensions. So, I’ve decided I’m no longer the best person to pick when—or even if—Ixia must go into hiding.”

“But if not you, then who?”

“You, Clarke. You and my daughter will decide this for yourselves. The child is yours, as is the path ahead. It’s only fitting, then, that the decision be yours as well.”

Hepatica took a step back, as if to symbolize her withdrawing herself from the matter.

Ixia looked up into Clarke’s eyes, and she took hold of his hands.

“Well?” she asked. “What do you say?”

“You know I want you by my side, always.” Clarke squeezed her hands gently. “But I also want what’s best for our child.”

“As do I.” Ixia lowered her gaze. “I don’t know about you, but it feels like we’re on the cusp of something big. And if that’s the case, then I want to be close to you, to help see you through the trials ahead, whatever they may be.”

“But what of the child?”

Ixia’s eyes flicked up, so full of love and admiration.

“What safer place could there be than by your side?” She brought his hands up to her chest and pressed them against her beating heart. “The man I love is a blood knight, after all. I know he’ll do whatever it takes to protect me.”

“That I will.” He nodded, his feelings now resolute. “Very well. You’ll stay, and we’ll see this through together.”

Ixia brought his hands up and kissed one of his knuckles, her eyes never leaving his.

“And so it’s decided.” Hepatica stepped forward. “With your permission, Clarke, I’d like to station Dahlia and Hyacinth at the mansion, both to assist Broken Fang as you see fit and to act as Ixia’s bodyguards, should danger come knocking once more.”

“An excellent idea. I gratefully accept.”

“Also”—Hepatica leaned in and whispered—“you’re welcome to get frisky with them, if the mood strikes you.”

“Uh.”

Hepatica winked at him, gave him a pat on the butt, and walked away without another word.
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“You all right?” Clarke asked, stepping up to Ashley, who sat by herself in one corner of the basketball court. “You look a bit down.”

“I’m fine.” She paused, then sighed. “Fine-ish.” She took another bite of her burger.

“I’m surprised to see you eating that.”

“It’s a veggie burger. Brooke let her parents know about my dietary preferences, and Luna made a few patties just for me.”

“That was nice of her.” Clarke sat down next to the angel. “So. What’s on your mind?”

“Plenty.” She set her plate aside and leaned forward with her elbows on her knees. “I’m happy for you and the others. I really am, but I can’t help but feel a little left out at the same time.”

“I get that. If there was something I could do, you know I’d have done it.”

“I know. That’s just the kind of man you are. You’d do anything for us, for me, and I feel the same way about you. But until I figure out what’s going on up here”—she flicked a finger against her halo—“it’s not safe for us to be intimate.”

Clarke nodded.

“I love you,” Ashley said after a while. “I have for a while now, and I wish I could show it better. I wish there wasn’t this barrier between us.”

She held out her hand, and he took it. The warmth of her magic flowed up his arm, even without a ring to bind them; the angel’s presence was just that potent, that mind-meltingly bright to a mortal such as him. She slipped her hand sideways and threaded her fingers through his, then extended a wing, draping it behind him like a feathery cloak.

“We haven’t exchanged vows,” she continued, “but my commitment to you is no less real. No less sincere and heartfelt.”

“I feel the same way,” he replied quietly.

“Maybe someday we’ll be able to express our love properly.” She gave him a wan smile.

“I’d like that.”

She sighed again, but the sound was more content this time. More comfortable with herself and her reality. She let go of his hand and folded hers in her lap.

“There’s more on my mind, of course. Those mystery doors and that strange ruin underneath the university. We need to go down there. I need to go down there.”

“You sure about that? Could be dangerous.”

“Something about your description resonates with me. Not exactly a memory; more a faint echo of nostalgia. I don’t know what’s down there, but maybe I once did, and so I need to see it for myself.” She turned to him. “And when we go down there, we should bring the Scepter of Bone with us.”

“Sounds like a plan. Especially now that we don’t have the d-hunter and his brides breathing down our necks.”

“Indeed. Now’s the time for us to unravel the mystery beneath CCU.”

“And find the Portal of Gold?”

“That could very well be where all this leads.”

“Whatever the Portal is.”

“I suppose we’ll learn that when we find it.”

“Suppose so.”

Laughter echoed in the court, and the two of them looked over to find his wives giggling amongst themselves. Emma, Brooke, and Sammy were taking turns examining Ixia’s barely noticeable bulge.

“The others will want children, too, now,” Ashley said, gazing at his wives fondly. “They’ll be asking, sooner rather than later.”

“I’m sure they will, and I want that, too.” He smiled and sighed at the same time. “There’s just so much other stuff going on.”

“Of course. But you know what happens to people who wait for the perfect moment before they act?”

“What’s that?”

“Their feet stay planted in one spot.” She placed a hand on his shoulder and rose. “But there’s no need to worry about that tonight. The time will come, and when it does, I’m confident you’ll recognize it. For now, for today, enjoy the bonds you’ve forged with the women in your life. And for tonight, well …”

The angel cracked a smile.

“Try to get at least a little sleep.”


Epilogue


Lady Illustris Tenebris Iram—Wrath of the Glorious Darkness—set the report down on her desk and sank back into her expansive leather chair, lips pursed in careful consideration.

Dorian Alant was dead, as were his four brides, and Iram knew the responsible party with a fair degree of certainty. The commotion at the Eloise property had ruffled more than a few feathers. Lady Hepatica Grey had attempted to smooth them out, but the core disruptions remained for those who knew where to look, masked beneath a thin veneer of normalcy.

Iram picked up another sheet and read the name at the top.

Who and—perhaps more importantly—what was J.B. Clarke?

He was no warlock, as the Greys had led their allies to believe. Was that a cover story, then? Fashioned by the Grey witches along with a Concealment spell to mask his true nature? He and the Ashen Flowers were as thick as thieves these days, so the hypothesis struck Iram as reasonable.

Oh, Hepatica, she thought, smiling wryly. Flirting with danger, are you? Careful, or you’ll get burned.

Her smile vanished as she considered what she knew.

If he wasn’t a warlock, then what else could he be?

She didn’t know, and that irked her more than anything.

This wasn’t like Hepatica, either. Sure, the witch was a nuisance at times, but she’d always been a predictable thorn, willing to push the limits without crossing the ambiguous but ever-present line that led to more … permanent consequences.

Yet here she was, working with an individual powerful enough to slay six vampires, including two purebloods and a risen mage.

Including one d-hunter.

Face it, she told herself. There’s a new piece on the board, one powerful enough to warp the entire game.

Six vampires were gone now, and the death of a d-hunter would draw the Academy’s eye to this city.

Her city.

She didn’t need that kind of scrutiny. Not now. Not after Dorian’s brides had located and unlocked one of the paths to the Portal of Gold. Dorian thought to keep his progress secret from her—vampires were predictable like that—but she possessed more than enough eyes and ears spread throughout the city and had assigned one of her best to keep close tabs on the brides.

The way was open now. Or at least one of them. Unlocking the Portal would be a complicated and dangerous affair.

Still, the prize was tantalizingly close.

She doubted Dorian had realized how close he’d come to ultimate power. And now he was dead, which was convenient in a cold, calculating way. His death cost her a piece on the board, but using the d-hunters always came with risks. Yes, they were powerful and useful, but they served the Academy and themselves, not her.

She could no longer afford those sorts of complications, which left the problem of Academy hunters snooping around and asking uncomfortable questions. She’d have to deal with them somehow. She was loath to step out onto the board herself until the time was right, but perhaps other options existed.

Iram found her gaze drawn back to the report on Clarke, however incomplete.

Could he be the answer she sought? She read over it once more, then stopped, fixating on his age for some reason. She set the paper down and paused, her mind groping through memories not explored in years.

Wait a second, she thought. Wait one damn second.

She checked the bio once more.

Twenty years of age. That matches up with the death of the last blood knight on record, and the lines of his face are familiar as well. A handsome, noble blend of both mother and father, perhaps?

If so, does that mean Clarke is a blood knight as well?

Iram rapped her fingers on the table and considered the notion.

Yes, this could be the answer. It certainly explained how he was capable of dispatching vampires with such ease. And if another blood knight had arisen here and now of all places, then perhaps Sandalphon had returned as well.

Iram chuckled. This was getting interesting.


Blood Knight: Portal of Gold
A Harem Urban Fantasy Adventure



Prologue


Lady Illustris Tenebris Iram—Wrath of the Glorious Darkness—tapped a polished nail against the dark varnished wood of her desk. She sat in her office, the pleasant din of customers eating, drinking, and having a good time echoing from below.

She was not having a good time.

The state of the game had changed, and she was no longer in control of the quaint college town of Chester Creek. Powerful forces were moving in—or were already here—and she needed to tread carefully as she bent the pieces on the board to her will.

She’d done it before, hundreds of times across hundreds of years, and she could do it again.

Only this time was different.

This time the Portal of Gold was the prize, and that meant she needed to step onto the board in order to seize its awesome power. She couldn’t rely on her minions for such an important task. Not entirely. Not without her power to back them up. Oh, she had eyes and ears and muscle aplenty at her disposal, but most were nothing more than unhexed demihumans.

Unremarkable compared to her raw might.

It had been twenty years since she’d been forced to engage with events so directly, but the stakes were too high, the involved parties too powerful.

Those parties didn’t have eyes on each other yet. But they knew of each other. They’d been swirling around the city for months, like planets in wild, opposing orbits. They tugged on one another, drawing closer and closer with each perilous passing.

They would eventually collide, but she couldn’t let that happen.

Not yet.

Not until she’d squeezed every last advantage from the situation.

The question remained how to do that. She didn’t know, and that uncertainty bothered her deeply. The tapping of her fingernail became more urgent, and her nail glittered for an instant like a precious gem. She stabbed the tip into her desktop, finger punching down to the first joint with no effort at all.

She grimaced at the damage. The nail returned to normal, and she folded her fingers into a loose fist.

Lady Iram’s first challenge drew near and she composed herself. Her sharp hearing picked out the vampire’s light, high heeled footfalls clicking up a flight of wooden steps, followed closely by a heavier booted cadence. Iram drew a deep breath and studied the approaching magical auras: the first cool, controlled, but simmering with dangerous potential. In contrast, the man behind her possessed a more limited spark of magic, though Iram could practically taste his martial prowess, drawn back like a bow ready to be loosed.

She brought her groom with her, Iram thought. Doesn’t she trust me enough to come alone?

Well, I can’t really blame her. The Academy of Silence already lost one hunter in this town. I didn’t have anything to do with his death, but she doesn’t know that.

The two visitors stopped outside her office, and a dainty double knock followed.

“Come in, Jezebel,” Iram said pleasantly. “I was wondering when you’d stop by.”

The door opened and the vampire walked in first. She was a slender, graceful woman with honey-blonde hair cut short and at an angle so that one side dipped near her cool gray eyes. Her lips were a severe, neutral line emphasized by deep red lipstick, and her snug black dress ended an inch below her hips, leaving an enticing glimpse of soft, pale flesh above each black stocking.

A dark elf followed her in. His movements possessed an air of focused restraint, calm but capable of bursting into terrible violence in the blink of an eye. His pale purple skin brought out his high cheekbones and red eyes, and the ponytail kept his snow-white hair off the tall points of his ears.

Jezebel Hatchett, pureblood vampire and deviant hunter for the Academy of Silence, gave Lady Iram a curt nod before taking a seat uninvited. Her groom, Elliot Pryce, closed the door. He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall, eyes fixed on Iram.

“Let’s get straight to business, Lady Iram,” Jezebel began. “You know why I’m here.”

“Of course I do. It’s because they’re still finding pieces of your predecessor strewn about the city.”

“An exaggeration.”

“The point is the Academy lost a d-hunter in this pissant town, and now you’ve been sent in to find out what happened to poor, old, exploded Dorian.”

“I’m also here to kill whoever eliminated him.” Jezebel crossed her slender legs and placed delicate hands in her lap. A lone obsidian ring gleamed on one finger.

“And his brides,” Iram added, eyes drawn to the bond ring. “They’re dead, too.”

“Their deaths are of no consequence.”

Iram glanced at Elliot. If the dark elf found Jezebel’s words distasteful, his face didn’t show it. Not that Iram had expected him to. It took a special kind of idiot to submit willingly to a vampire, to give up his freedom for power.

“What can you tell me about those responsible?” Jezebel asked.

“Very little, I’m afraid.”

“Oh?” The vampire cocked an eyebrow. “What is this I hear? The legendary Lady Iram, caught unawares in her own city? How very strange.”

Jezebel was right to be suspicious, and Iram needed to walk a fine line here. She’d spent decades spreading her influence across Chester Creek, and she knew exactly who’d killed the d-hunter.

But she couldn’t reveal that to Jezebel.

Not yet.

Not when so much advantage remained to be gleaned from the blood knight and his harem.

The mere mention of a blood knight, the antithesis to vampires in many ways, would have escalated the situation beyond Iram’s ability to guide it. Dozens of d-hunters would descend on Chester Creek within days, and the blood knight would either be killed or forced into hiding.

Neither outcome benefited her. Not yet. Not with the path to the Portal of Gold partially open.

Which presented its own problems. Jezebel would likely find a way to retrace Dorian’s steps, and that would lead her down the same path—a path that led toward the Portal of Gold.

Iram couldn’t allow that.

Which meant she needed to eliminate both Jezebel and Elliot.

Fortunately, she knew exactly how to accomplish that task without sullying her own hands.

“What can you share with me?” Jezebel asked pointedly.

“Just the basics. I requested the aid of a hunter about a month ago, asked for Dorian specifically because I knew I could depend on him. I told him about the five vampires who’d turned up dead recently, and he began his investigation. A few weeks later, he turns up dead, along with his four brides.”

“Where?”

“I’m not sure,” Iram lied, thinking carefully about which half-truths to feed the vampire.

“Not sure?”

“According to my sources within the police department, his brides were found dead in Studio Nightshade. It’s a club in downtown Chester Creek that was undergoing renovations at the time. Dorian was using it as his base of operations.”

“Then he was ambushed there?”

“I don’t think so. My sources came across evidence the brides’ bodies were moved there after the fact.”

“A cover up, then.” Jezebel’s eyes gleamed. “But I noticed you only said the brides were moved. What about Dorian?”

“Oh, he was there, too. What little was left of him, anyway.”

“I see.” The vampire knitted her fingers. “Do you believe the mage clans were behind this? I understand there are a handful of clans active in this city.”

“If so, it’s unusual behavior for them. Killing a d-hunter, on top of five other vampires?” Iram shook his head. “That’s not their style. Too aggressive.”

“Then what are we dealing with?”

“My best guess is an independent party. Perhaps a mix of mages and demihumans.”

“Don’t you have anything besides guesses?”

“I’m afraid not.” Iram sat back, and the chair’s leather sighed.

“I find this sudden lapse in your network’s abilities … distressing.”

“What are you getting at?”

“It’s quite simple, Lady Iram. A d-hunter is dead, and I must follow the trail wherever it leads me.” The vampire’s gaze turned sharp. “Wherever it leads.”

“Are you suggesting I’m somehow involved?” Iram laced her words with manufactured indignation. “I’m the one who asked for him to come here, remember?”

“No one is above suspicion.”

“I should be. Do I need to call Belphegor myself and have her sort you out?”

“Lady Iram, please.” Jezebel smiled faintly. “I meant no offense. Certainly, the relationship you have with our Great Mother is both known and respected. However, I must approach the situation with an impartial eye.”

“Now hold on a second.” Outwardly, Iram’s face contorted with mild offense, but inside she was grinning. “Yes, I don’t have anything for you now, but my own investigation is ongoing. I know the police are hiding something, and that’s where I’m focusing my efforts.”

“Then you’ll share anything you discover?”

“Absolutely. I want this problem solved as much as you do.”

“Excellent.” Jezebel rose and smoothed out her dress. “Then I will be on my way. How often can I expect updates from you?”

“Daily, unless there’s a breakthrough, in which case I’ll contact you immediately.”

“Very good. Then, Lady Iram, I wish you a pleasant evening.”

Jezebel dipped her head ever so slightly. Elliot opened the door for her, and the two left.

Lady Iram finally permitted herself that well-earned grin.

She would reveal to Jezebel who killed Dorian, but she would do so at a time of her choosing. She needed this d-hunter off the board, and she knew just the piece to throw at her:

J.B. Clarke.

After all, what better way to kill a vampire than with a blood knight?


One


J.B. Clarke climbed out of the red BMW Z4 roadster, and Brooke Hawthorne stepped out from the passenger side. The evening breeze carried a cool bite as the sun hung low over distant trees, its light spilling over a converted farmhouse and associated buildings. The homestead belonging to the Hawthorne pack possessed a simple, down-to-earth air; its buildings and grounds were rustic but well cared for.

Brooke shook out her long brunette ponytail, and the end wavered in a sudden gust, then settled near the base of her equally luxuriant wolf tail. She was a tall, statuesque young woman—fit and powerful but undeniably feminine. Her yellow eyes sparkled with keen awareness, and her wolf ears stood alert in twin furry triangles.

She wore her jean jacket loosely over a tight tank top and jean shorts. She’d rolled up the sleeves, leaving her arms, legs, and midriff bare, then finished off the outfit with a pair of cowboy boots. The tank top strained to hold in her high and heavy chest, and the plunging neckline revealed her deep, firm cleavage. A single metal ring hung from the black leather collar around her throat, which Clarke struggled not to think of as her “dog collar.” She’d rarely taken off the collar since their first night together, and nowadays it was as ubiquitous to her attire as her wedding band.

A past version of Brooke would have settled for sweat pants or ripped jeans, but nowadays she preferred to fancy herself up and show off more skin. In her own style, at least. She was still very much Brooke Hawthorne, a werewolf who loved the outdoors as much as she enjoyed tearing into monsters and vampires. She was a warrior through and through, one who’d pledged herself to Clarke as both weapon and wife.

Clarke still struggled to put that last part into perspective.

He was Brooke’s alpha. Her lover and leader.

And her husband.

But that wasn’t all. He’d married four incredible women, and he loved them all dearly.

Loved a fifth one as well. But there were … complications surrounding relationships with angels. Like him dying from the raw, blinding intensity of sex with her. He didn’t doubt the severity of that risk. The one time she’d kissed him, he’d passed out from her brain-melting radiance.

But that was a problem for another day.

Brooke came up alongside him and leaned in, her tender smile revealing two wolfish fangs, and he gave her shoulder a loving squeeze.

Clarke and his wives had all kept their last names for appearance’s sake, as was customary in the hidden world of magic, mages, and demihumans. A world he’d been ignorant of for most of his twenty years. A world obscured from humanity by terrible vampiric spells.

Spells his wives had freed him from over half a year ago.

He would never forget the debt he owed them, nor the path they’d set him on. He was a blood knight, heir to the greatest line of vampire slayers the world had ever seen.

And, perhaps, the last of his kind.

That heritage brought with it a will to fight against the vampires who secretly ruled the world. He didn’t know where their small war against the vampires would lead. But he knew, with every fiber of his being, he was in this fight to the bitter end.

And so were the women in his life.

His comrades.

His lovers.

His wives.

“Thinking deep thoughts again?” Brooke asked.

“Maybe.” Clarke faced her and sensed her magic through the bond they shared. Four silver rings glittered on his left hand, and he felt Brooke’s presence with incredible clarity through one of them.

Her aura resembled a panting beast, almost feral in its intensity, and through other bonds, he could almost reach out and touch the auras of his three distant wives. The five of them had begun to experiment with the potential of these new bonds, and he looked forward to reaping the benefits of their intertwined magics.

Brooke’s eyebrows rose slightly, and Clarke flashed an evasive smile.

“Just thinking about you. About us. Everything and anything. Though, on a more mundane note, I’m surprised to see you with a ponytail again.”

“Do you like it?” She gave her hair a glamorous flip.

“I do. The style suits you beautifully.”

“Thank you.” Her eyes twinkled at the compliment. “I figured you might have missed it after I cut it off a few weeks ago.”

“I did. I just wasn’t expecting to see it full length again so soon. Is that a werewolf trait?”

“Yep. My hair grows really fast compared to yours.”

“I figured it was something like that. I’ve seen you regenerate a missing eye, after all.” He bobbed his head toward the buildings. “Come on. Let’s go see your parents.”

The homestead bustled with activity in and around the central ranch-style house. Smoke rose from its lone stack, carrying the scents of baked bread and simmering stew. Kids of varying ages played soccer out on a field. Most stuck to their hybrid forms like the one Brooke was using, but one of the younger boys shifted into a full werewolf, and a pair of teenagers “wolfed out” to reign in their rambunctious sibling.

Brooke laughed and shook her head.

“Were you like that as a kid?” Clarke asked.

“Maybe?” she said, but her coy smile told him “yes.” She gave the door a quick rap of her knuckles. “Mom, Dad! We’re here!”

Clarke opened the unlocked door for her, and they stepped in. He wondered if the Hawthornes ever bothered to lock their doors. There wasn’t much that could frighten a family of werewolves, even if they bore vampiric hexes that limited their power.

Brooke had been freed of her hex about a year ago, and the power of an unrestrained werewolf was incredible to behold. But even hexed, a werewolf could shrug off gunfire and rip a home intruder limb from limb. The mess a whole family of werewolves would leave was best left to the darker parts of his imagination.

“Be there in a minute, Dear!” came the sweet voice from the kitchen. “Make yourselves at home!”

Clarke followed Brooke into a cozy living room, and then both sank into a tweed couch that had seen better days. Both arm rests were shedding fluff from being chewed on. He doubted a pet had caused the damage, and he glanced around to find claw marks across one wall and deep bites in an end table.

“There we go!” Luna Hawthorne folded an apron and set it aside before she dropped into a recliner. “Got all the food tasks handed over. Your dad should be back shortly. He’s burning off his feisty.”

Clarke nodded, recalling how Brooke sometimes got the zoomies and needed to run laps around the yard to work off her excess energy.

Luna laid her arm across the soft back and settled with a relaxing sigh. She was tall and athletic, and even though her long hair, ears, and tail were a dirty blonde, the family resemblance was immediately apparent.

The back door opened and a huge werewolf trudged in, hunched over to clear the ceiling. Vince Hawthorne morphed into his hybrid form and removed a cap with two holes cut for his tall, brown ears. He settled into the chair beside Luna and patted her thigh.

“Good. We’re all here.” Vince nodded to Clarke and his daughter. “Thank you for coming.”

“Don’t mention it, sir. We’re always happy to⁠—”

“‘Sir?!’” The wolfman cracked a toothy grin. “Please, Clarke, no need to be so stiff. You’re family now, and I insist you call me Vince.”

“Sorry. Force of habit.” Clarke leaned forward. “I understand there’s a problem your pack is facing. A problem you believe Broken Fang can assist you with.”

“That’s about the shape of it.” The wolfman’s expression turned serious. “It’s the Sandovals. Something’s gone wrong with that family, and we’re not sure what.”

“The Sandovals? I’m afraid I’m not familiar with them.”

“They’re another werewolf pack,” Brooke explained. “One with close ties to ours.”

“Except that doesn’t seem to be the case anymore.” Vince’s mouth twisted and he nearly snarled the words. “A Sandoval has gone missing. Name’s Richard, goes by Richie. Good boy. Smart, well mannered. Kid’s got a bright future ahead of him. He’s been dating Avery.”

“One of my sisters,” Brooke added. “She’s two years younger than me. About to graduate high school.”

“Avery’s the one who brought Richie’s disappearance to our attention,” Vince grumbled. “I checked with the Sandovals, but they brushed me off! Acted like it was nothing! I’ve never received such a cold reception from that pack in my entire life!”

“Our two families have been close for generations,” Luna said. “But now, everything’s so … frosty with them all of a sudden. That much is bad enough, but when a boy dating one of my daughters goes missing, and his parents don’t seem to care, I start to worry.”

“Something’s up.” Vince shook his head. “Hell if I know what it is, though.”

“And you’d like Broken Fang to look into the matter,” Clarke said, “find out what’s going on, and sort it out.”

“Discretely, if possible.”

Clarke glanced to Brooke, who nodded. He’d expected her to want to take the job, but he always liked to check and make sure. There were too many occult details he didn’t know, too many tangled interactions he was blind to, and he appreciated having one of his wives around to watch his back.

“We’ll take the job,” Clarke said, returning his gaze to Brooke’s parents.

“Wonderful!” Vince sat forward. “Now, about payment … I know what the Greys charge for your services. Gathering enough funds will be a challenge, but if you’re willing to be flexible, we can⁠—”

“No need. This one is on the house.”

“Are you sure, son? We know what your services are worth. We don’t want to come across like we’re taking advantage of you.”

“There’s no need to worry about that. As you said, si—” Clarke paused, then flashed a smile. “As you said, Vince, we’re family now. And that means Broken Fang will sort this problem out for you, no charge.”
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“Assuming we can figure out what this problem is,” Brooke said as they crossed the homestead to one of the outlying buildings.

“There’s that,” Clarke conceded. “Any thoughts on what this is all about?”

“None. Like my parents said, the Sandovals have been good neighbors to my family since before I was born. I have no idea what could have chilled that relationship, but the bigger concern is how they’re reacting to Richie. A member of the pack goes missing and they don’t care? Doesn’t make a lick of sense.”

“What’s your opinion of the Sandovals?”

“They’re good people. I wouldn’t call them friends; I was never close enough to any of them for that. More like friendly acquaintances. I even considered dating one of the Sandoval boys once.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because I have high standards.” Brooke looped her arm around his waist and gave him a tender tug before releasing him.

“Is that so?” he said with a sly grin.

“It paid off, didn’t it?”

“For both of us,” he replied, and she found his grin infectious.

They arrived at a bright red door set in the side of a whitewashed barn. Windows along the two stories suggested to Clarke it had been converted into a living space for the expansive Hawthorne pack. Brooke opened the door without preamble and led the way down the hall and to the right until they arrived at a door with a wooden plaque.

The plaque read: Avery’s Domain.

Brooke knocked softly.

“Avery? It’s Brooke. You in there?”

“Yeah.” The response was more sniffled than spoken.

“Can I come in?”

“I guess so.”

Brooke eased the door open.

A young wolf girl sat on the side of a narrow bed, a box of tissues and a small trash can beside her. The family resemblance was strong between her and Brooke, though Avery’s hair was a darker shade of her mother’s dirty blonde, and she wore it in a pair of long pigtails. The walls were covered in mecha anime posters, and the lone desk was cluttered with Gunpla models and a stack of work-in-progress kits.

Avery balled up a tissue and chucked it into the trash.

“Come on in.” She gestured to the chair tucked into her desk. “Have a seat. Or not. Doesn’t really matter.”

Clarke stepped in after Brooke.

“Avery, you remember Clarke, don’t you?” Brooke gestured to him.

“Of course I do.” Avery chuckled, but the sound contained no mirth. “I was at the wedding, silly. You never did introduce me properly.”

“Right, sorry about that.”

“Hello, Avery.” Clarke dipped his head slightly. “How are you holding up?”

“I feel like shit.” She snagged another tissue and blew her nose.

“Well, the good news is we’re here to help.” Clarke pulled out the desk chair and dropped into it.

Brooke sat next to Avery on the bed. She draped an arm around her sister’s shoulders and pulled her in. The younger wolf girl didn’t resist, simply closed her eyes and rested her head against Brooke.

“There, there,” Brooke said softly, stroking her sister’s hair. “That’s a good bitch.”

Avery smiled a little and snuggled up closer.

“I know it hurts,” Brooke soothed.

“I just want to know if he’s all right.” Avery sniffled, and Brooke took out a fresh tissue and dabbed her eyes.

“So do we. But if we’re going to do that, we need to ask you a few questions. Are you up for that?”

Avery exhaled heavily, but then nodded and rose from Brooke’s shoulder.

“Yeah, I can answer your questions. What do you want to know?”

“How did you learn Richie had gone missing?” Clarke asked.

“I figured it out over time. A local theater has been showcasing anime classics, and one of them was Mobile Suit Gundam: Char's Counterattack. No way I was going to miss seeing that one on the big screen!”

Clarke glanced over to her desk. It had been a while since he’d seen the movie, but he recognized Char Anzable’s bright red Sazabi amongst the completed models.

“He even bought me the kit for the Nu Gundam a while back,” Avery continued. “The Ver. Ka version, too. I still haven’t finished it, though. So many fiddly pieces.”

“Did you have a date with Richie to see the movie?” Clarke asked.

“Yeah.” Avery’s shoulders sagged and her wolf ears drooped. “Only he didn’t show. I called him several times that night—and the morning after—but he never picked up. It wasn’t like him to go anywhere without his phone, so my first thought was he’d dumped me. But then he was a no-show at school several days in a row, and that’s when I started to fear the worst. I didn’t have anyone else’s number, so I drove over and spoke to Mr. Sandoval in person.”

“Mason Sandoval,” Brooke filled in. “He’s the alpha of their main pack.”

Clarke nodded. “Go on, Avery.”

“I told Mr. Sandoval that Richie hadn’t been to school all week, but he reacted kind of funnily.”

“How so?”

“It’s hard to describe. It was like the information didn’t register with him. Like he heard the words but didn’t comprehend their meaning. I don’t know. Maybe I’m not describing it well. I just found his reaction really off-putting. He gave me this cold glare and told me to mind my own business. I tried to reason with him, even begged him to let me see Richie, but he wouldn’t hear it, and I eventually went home.”

“Is that when you told Mom and Dad about this?” Brooke asked, and Avery nodded.

“I know Dad reached out to Mr. Sandoval, but he got the cold shoulder, too.” Avery shook her head. “Why won’t they tell me what’s wrong? I just want to talk to my boyfriend! I … I just …”

Avery sniffled, and Brooke squeezed her shoulders.

“It’s all right,” Brooke said softly. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this. I promise.”

“Has anyone seen Richie since he failed to show for your date?” Clarke asked.

“No. I asked around at school, and no one’s seen him.”

“Is it normal for Richie to skip classes?”

“No. Never. He’s a straight-A student.”

“Was he acting strangely before he disappeared? Did you notice any unusual behavior leading up to your date?”

“I don’t know …”

“Anything at all. Doesn’t matter how small.”

“Well …” Avery let out a shuddering sigh. “It felt like our relationship was hitting a rough patch. Our calls were growing shorter, and he sometimes took forever to respond to my texts. Getting him to spend time with me took more and more convincing, but I thought a date with a movie we both love would help rekindle the spark between us. Only … he never showed.”

“Anything besides him growing distant?” Clarke asked. “Did he say or do anything that struck you as odd?”

Avery thought for several seconds, then shook her head.

Clarke glanced to Brooke and rose.

“Thank you.” Brooke gave her little sister one last shoulder squeeze. “We know talking about this is hard, and we appreciate you sharing what you know with us.”

“You’ll find him, won’t you?” Avery rubbed under her nose. “Promise me you’ll find him.”

“We’ll do everything we can. I promise.”

Brooke followed Clarke out of the converted barn.

“Thoughts?” she prompted as they walked to the car.

“On the one hand,” Clarke began, “I’m not convinced this isn’t some lovers’ spat. Yes, Richie not showing for school is odd, but it’s not conclusive of anything. Same with the Sandoval alpha and his behavior. Maybe all we’re dealing with is a falling out between a boy and a girl, and the boy needs some space.”

“But why wouldn’t Mason come out and tell my father as much?”

“That’s where I start having problems. Where’d this sudden falling out between your families come from? On the plus side, my guess is Richie’s alive. He’s a werewolf and part of a big pack in this city. If something bad happened to him, would the Sandovals just stand around and do nothing?”

“No way.”

“Right. They’d gang up on whoever messed with a member of their pack. That’s what packs do.”

“Do you think Richie might be mixed up in something shady? Something the Sandovals want to keep quiet?”

“It’s possible. But from the little we know, Richie doesn’t seem the type. A straight-A student who buys his girlfriend mecha model kits?” Clarke shook his head. “No, my gut tells me something else is going on here.”
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Clarke drove them to a quaint development tucked against the Reed River Forest, which bordered much of Chester Creek. Identical duplexes lined the street on either side, and while the buildings didn’t exude wealth or prestige, they were attractive in a simplistic way.

He pulled up near a duplex with unruly grass and climbed out of the roadster. The place reeked of shifter magic, bestial and powerful, but not in a threatening way. Nor were there any protective spells in place like Wards or other magical traps. It was more like the building, or even the soil itself, had soaked in the ambient magic given off by generations of shifters.

“You want to do the talking?” Clarke asked. “Or shall I?”

“Let me start off,” Brooke said. “I’m not sure if either of us is going to have much luck here, but I should have the better shot at getting through to him.”

They crossed the gravel walkway to the entrance, and Brooke tapped the buzzer.

Several minutes passed, and no one showed at the door.

Brooke pressed the buzzer again.

“Maybe no one’s home,” Clarke suggested.

“No, I can hear them.” Brooke flicked an ear. “Smell them, too.”

Clarke sampled the magic in the air more closely. He found it difficult to separate the overlapping auras within the building from the magical saturation, but he thought he could pick out at least five shifters inside.

Brooke grimaced as the wait dragged on for another minute, then clenched a fist and pounded the door. The force of each blow strained the sturdy door, and her knuckles left shallow impressions in the wood.

“Mason Sandoval!” she shouted. “I know you’re home! I need to speak with you about your son Richie!”

The magical auras within the building shifted, and Brooke’s ears perked.

“Finally,” she muttered with an air of frustration. “Someone’s coming to the door, probably Mason.”

“Let’s play it nice and calm,” Clarke whispered. “We’ll see what the soft approach gets us first.”

Brooke nodded and took a calming breath.

The door swung open to reveal a muscular man in a flannel shirt, partially unbuttoned to reveal a thick chest of black hair that blended into his long black beard. His black wolf ears were large, tall, and furry. He chomped on his cigar and shifted it from one side of his mouth to the other, then puffed smoke at Brooke before taking it out.

“What?” the huge wolfman demanded.

Brooke coughed and waved the smoke away.

“Mr. Sandoval, I’m Brooke Hawthorne. We’re here about⁠—”

“I know who you are,” he growled. “What’s this about?”

“We’re here about your son Richie.”

“This shit again.” Mason extinguished his cigar against an ashtray on the porch. “What about him?”

“We’d like to know where he is and, if possible, to speak with him.”

“Where he’s at is none of your business.”

Brooke’s tail twitched, and her lips formed the beginnings of a snarl. Clarke perceived a shift in her aura. Like a pot coming to boil.

Or a chained beast itching to break free.

“Mr. Sandoval,” she grated out. “This isn’t⁠—”

Clarke placed a hand on Brooke’s shoulder, and she cut herself off. Her face became meek, almost apologetic as she realized she hadn’t kept things “nice and calm” as Clarke had asked her.

Ordered her, from her perspective. He was her alpha. Where he led, she followed. Not blindly. Not stupidly. But faithfully, and dare he say “doggedly.” She viewed herself as a weapon—his weapon—to be wielded my him and him alone. She would lay down her life for him in an instant, and her loyalty to him was a gift he cherished with all his heart.

Which was why, in this instance, she believed she’d let him down. Clarke gave her a quick, comforting smile to soothe her worries before he faced the wolfman.

“Mr. Sandoval,” he began, his face calm and serious. “You’re aware your son has been dating Avery Hawthorne, correct?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“She’s been worried about Richie, to the point of tears. It would be of great comfort to her if she knew he was all right.”

“What do I care if the bitch cries herself to sleep?”

Brooke tensed, and her claws lengthened.

Mason snorted out a breath. He folded his arms across a broad chest and smirked at her as if to say “Go ahead and try me.”

Clarke took one of Brooke’s hands into his own and gave it a squeeze.

“Sir, why won’t you let us see Richie?” he asked.

“He’s occupied, and that’s all you need to know.”

“Occupied with what?”

“None of your business.”

“It is our business. Avery is worried about him, and so are we.”

“You can keep on worrying for all I care. No one from the Hawthornes is allowed to see him, and that’s final.”

“What about me, then? I’m not a Hawthorne.”

“You might as well be, the way your bitch clings to you.”

Brooke let out a low throaty rumble.

“You refuse to let us see him?” Clarke asked pointedly. “Or speak with him or even know where he is?”

“Just figured that out, did you?”

“Which means you’re unwilling to prove he’s all right.”

“I don’t have anything to prove to any of you.” Mason took a step forward. “Now, get off my lawn. Now. Before I decide to take matters into my own hands.”

Brooke’s lips curled up, revealing her fangs, but Mason’s eyes were on Clarke. Clarke returned the wolfman’s gaze unflinchingly, one alpha to another. The wolfman seemed to be goading him into violence, but he refused to take the bait.

“It seems we have nothing more to discuss,” Clarke said at last.

“Seems that way, doesn’t it?”

“Then we’ll be on our way. It has been … a conversation.”

“That it has.”

Clarke and Brooke returned to their car, and Mason Sandoval disappeared back inside the duplex.

“Sorry.” Brooke’s ears drooped. “He got under my skin back there.”

“It’s all right. Nothing came of it.”

Clarke opened the passenger door for her. She climbed in, and he joined her inside the vehicle.

“What now?” she asked. “Should we reach out to the Greys for help? Maybe they’ll know what’s going on.”

“I’d rather leave the coven out of this for now. Sure, Hepatica would help, but she’ll turn this into a paying job, and I want to avoid that complication if we can. This is a favor we’re doing for your family, and I aim to keep it that way. Besides, the coven isn’t the only resource we have. Not anymore.”

Clarke pulled out his phone, called Emmaline “Emma” Rose, and put her on speaker.

“Good evening, my love,” came the sultry voice. “You’ve reached your loving succubus wife. How may I service you?”

Her words dripped with far more than simple inuendo. As a succubus, Emma was by far the most overtly sexual of his four wives, to the point where much of her magic required her to have sex.

“Emma, I have you on speaker here with Brooke. We’re calling about Broken Fang business, I’m afraid.”

“Aww. Well, I suppose the good stuff will have to wait.” Her tone became more serious. “How can I help you two?”

“I’d like you to get in touch with your parents. Ask if they’ve come across any news related to the Sandoval pack. Specifically, we’re trying to find out what’s going on with one of the alpha’s sons. Name’s Richard. Goes by Richie.”

“Sandoval pack. Richard … goes by Richie.” The cadence of her words suggested she was taking notes. “Got it. I’ll reach out to them and see what they know.”

“Thanks. You’re the best.”

“You two coming home soon?”

“Probably. I’m not sure what else we can do today.”

“In that case,” her voice grew increasingly seductive with each word, “how about you join me for dinner? I’m famished.”

Brooke cleared her throat.

“Not to dampen your mood,” Clarke began, “but Brooke and I had plans for tonight.”

“Of the intimate variety,” Brooke added.

“Oh, I see,” Emma replied brightly. “But, Clarke, why choose when you can have both of us?”

“Well …” He glanced over to Brooke.

The wolf girl grinned and wagged her tail, all her earlier frustrations with Mason vanishing within the flame of her arousal.

“I believe that’s a yes vote from Brooke.”

She nodded emphatically.

“Wonderful,” Emma replied. “Then I’ll see to the … preparations.”

“Ooh!” Brooke shivered with anticipation.

“All right, you two.” Clarke shook his head with a laugh. “Sounds like a plan. Talk to you later, Emma?”

“See you.”

Clarke ended the call and pocketed his phone. He was glad to see Brooke’s mood improving. He was about to switch on the engine when a thought crossed his mind.

“Brooke, question for you.”

“Sure. Do you want to try something new tonight?”

“No, uh, it’s not that. Just going over what we’ve learned today, replaying our conversations with Avery and Mason in my head.”

“What about them?”

“This is a small thing, I’ll admit, but it’s bugging me. So, you called Avery a bitch, but she seemed to take that as a compliment.”

“Of course she did. We’re both werewolves, and I’m her sister.”

“I also recall cases where you’ve called Emma and the others bitches.”

“Of course I would. We’re all super-close. I’m giving them a very wolfy compliment when I call them that.”

“But when Mason called you and your sister bitches, it riled you up.”

“Of course that would,” Brooke replied as if the contradiction should make perfect sense.

“But didn’t you just say ‘bitch’ is a compliment to werewolves? I’m having trouble squaring this circle.”

Brooke stared at him with perplexed eyes. But then her ears shot up.

“Oh, I see! You’re wondering why calling someone a ‘bitch’ is sometimes an insult.”

“That’s right.”

“Okay, I know this might seem odd at first, but it’s really quite simple. Using that term with my sister or my friends is all perfectly normal. But Mason isn’t a friend of ours. That’s why it’s inappropriate for him to call us that.”

“Ah, I see it now.” Clarke nodded thoughtfully. “It’s like someone using your first name in a professional setting when they don’t know you well. It implies closeness where none exists which turns the word into an insult.”

“Right!” Brooke took hold of Clarke’s arm and smooshed her voluptuous breasts against his bicep. “And just to be clear, I’m your bitch through and through.” Her voice became husky. “You can call me that anytime you want, lover.”


Two


They arrived home after dark, and Clarke parked the roadster in the mansion’s spacious garage in between a huge black BMW X7 and a black-and-green Kawasaki Ninja. He retired to his bedroom near the center of the expansive two-story complex, showered, freshened up, then headed downstairs.

Emma served up a sumptuous surf and turf dish, the filet mignon and jumbo shrimp both seared to perfection in garlic rosemary butter with sides of garlic mashed potatoes, sauteed green beans, and a wedge salad lathered in blue cheese. It was only him and Brooke dining at this hour; Sammy and Ashley were away on Broken Fang business, and the very pregnant Ixia had gone to bed early.

The succubus leaned close as she served him, pale breasts pressed against his back, full lips an inch from his ear, long raven hair resting on his shoulder. She wore an apron that read “Kiss the Cook” on the front.

That, and nothing else.

Unless he counted the black horn-rimmed glasses framing her dark eyes. Those glasses applied a geekiness to her vibrant sensual nature. She stepped away from him to grab Brooke’s dish from the counter, and Clarke took the deliberate opportunity to admire his succubus wife from behind. Her sleek tail swung leisurely below her deliciously round derriere, and her large, batlike wings were folded behind her back.

Emma served Brooke then began cleaning up in the kitchen.

Afterward, Clarke enjoyed a very different meal, reducing the two women to a sweaty, satisfied heap.

He slept well that night, a succubus snoring to his right and a wolf girl snuggled against him to the left, his arms around both women. He awoke to the familiar sensation of Emma fellating him, Brooke nowhere in sight, and he sighed as the succubus roused him in more ways than one.

He headed downstairs for breakfast afterward, and Brooke joined him after finishing her morning zoomies. Emma scrambled eggs in a pan drizzled with olive oil and served it with toasted cinnamon raisin bread. She joined them for the meal but didn’t eat; she’d already had her fill of a different kind of nourishment.

“Good morning, Birthday Boy.” Emma pushed up her glasses.

“Morning,” he replied neutrally.

“You don’t sound all that excited,” Brooke said.

“It’s a day like any other.”

“But it’s your birthday!” Brooke stressed.

“No, it’s not. It’s just the date someone put on my birth certificate. No one knows when I was actually born, so birthdays have never been a big deal for me.”

Brooke frowned and glanced to Emma, who winked at the wolf girl.

“We still testing our bonds this morning?” Emma asked.

“We are,” Clarke replied, a forkful of scrambled eggs near his mouth. “I’m curious to see how far we can take it, given the success Sammy and I have already enjoyed. Her new healing ability has been a godsend for us, and the minor shapeshifting I picked up is nothing to sneeze at either, even if it takes a lot of effort.”

“You could have used it last night.” Emma gave him a flirtatious smile, her fingers dancing down his arm.

“Ah, well.” He cleared his throat. “As I’ve said before, adjusting the size of my, umm, you-know takes a lot of concentration. Kind of kills the mood for me if I use my powers that way.”

“Honestly, Emma”—Brooke shook her head—“I don’t see what the big deal is.”

“The deal, my dear, is he can make it bigger.”

“Well, sure. I get the appeal. But it already feels like he’s splitting me in two when we have sex.” Brooke gave Clarke a quick, apologetic smile. “In a good way, I mean.”

Clarke nodded blandly, not sure what to say as the ladies discussed his man baggage with him in the room.

“What I mean to say,” Brooke continued, “is I like the feel of him in me as is. Hell, I love it, but he’s still a lot to take in sometimes.”

“True, true.” Emma tapped her lips with a thoughtful finger. “But aren’t you curious to try a fuller stretch? For him to really open you up?”

“I don’t know. Would that really be enjoyable?”

“Come on. You’re a werewolf. It’s not like he’ll hurt you. And this could be a golden opportunity for Clarke to experiment with this new power.” The succubus winked at him.

“You think so?” Brooke sounded as if Emma’s argument was having an effect.

“Ladies,” Clarke said. “Perhaps we should focus our attention elsewhere.”

“But, Clarke!” Emma placed her hand atop his. “These experiments are important! For science!”

“For your sex drive, you me.”

“One benefit doesn’t preclude the other.”

Clarke snorted. “Come on, you two. Let’s finish breakfast and see where exploring our bonds can take us.”

“If you insist.” Emma gave him a fake pout.

Clarke and Brooke finished their scrambled eggs then helped Emma clean up. All three crossed the mansion to the indoor basketball court, though Emma took a quick detour back to her room to throw on some proper clothes: A maroon T-shirt that was a size too small for her bosom along with a black miniskirt and striped stockings.

A tarp still covered the hole in the wall and the scent of fresh paint hung in the air. Their battle with the d-hunter Dorian Alant had raged both outside and within the mansion, and work crews hired by Sammy’s affluent parents had only just begun to repair the damage.

They’d won that fight, killing Alant and all his brides while securing several bond rings, which Ixia and Ashley were able to cleanse for Broken Fang’s use. The original vampiric bonds were so evil and one-sided that Alant had killed one of his brides during the battle, draining her life in a desperate attempt to save his own skin. The fight had been long and hard for the members of Broken Fang, but the bond rings had made all their efforts worth it.

Four paired rings.

Four wonderful women to marry.

The catch, if it could be called that, was the bond rings needed an existing magical link between man and woman. A foundation to build the rest of the magic on top of.

And so, Clarke had married Brooke, Emma, Sammy, and Ixia.

He wished he could have done the same with Ashley, and she felt the same way, but that just wasn’t in the cards for them.

Not yet, anyway.

Still, he’d rejoiced at the chance to express his undying commitment to each woman in more traditional terms. The magical benefits were just the cherry on top.

They took their positions around the court’s center.

“Which of us is going first?” Brooke asked.

“Brooke, we’ll start with you.”

“Okay!” She stepped forward. “What do you want me to do?”

“Let’s start with a bit of relaxation. Take a few deep breaths and clear your head of distractions. Focus your attention on me.”

Clarke placed his hands on her hips, and she put her arms gently around his neck as if they were about to slow dance. Their faces were close, and her exhale tickled his cheek. She breathed deeply, closed her eyes, and he did the same.

He perceived the wolf girl’s shifter magic through his innate magical sense, but their bond added depth and clarity to the sensations. He perceived all the nuances within her magic, as if the panting beast within her were a real thing he could reach out and touch.

“I can feel you,” Brooke whispered. “Your magic is like a heart, but tinged with other magics. Beating slowly now, but capable of such great heights. It’s so powerful!”

“Good,” Clarke replied softly. “Now reach out to me. Not the tangible me, but my magic. Touch it with your own.”

Brooke drew him in, and their foreheads pressed together.

“I’m almost there, Clarke. You’re so close.”

“You’re doing great.”

“It feels like I’m being drawn toward you.”

“Don’t fight it. Let it happen. Let our two magics merge.”

Brooke let out a long, deep sigh, and their magics intertwined, like lovers lacing their fingers together. The conduit between them widened, strengthened, and a portion of his power flowed into the wolf girl as a burst of her feral magic shot in the opposite direction.

“Ooh!” Brooke shuddered. “That felt … weird. Kind of tingly.”

“Wow.” Emma approached them from the side and placed her hands lightly atop their shoulders. “Your auras have changed. Clarke, it feels like your shifter magic got a huge jolt, and Brooke, there’s definitely a piece of Clarke in you now.”

“And not like last night either!” Brooke exclaimed, laughing.

“That’s great.” Clarke stepped away.

“Were you able to control what powers you transferred?” Emma asked.

“No,” Clarke replied. “It happened entirely on its own. We brought our magics together, and the bond did the rest.”

“Then we need to figure out what powers you gained.”

“Right. I think …” Clarke paused and looked around. “Huh.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. It’s just …” Clarke faced the hole in the wall and watched the tarp fluttering in the wind. He heard every tiny crinkle of the plastic, perceived the minute creases in the surface.

He walked over to it, pushed it aside, then gazed across the expansive back yard to the distant tree line.

“Brooke?”

“Yes?” She joined him by the tarp.

“Do you see that rabbit over there?” He pointed. “The one hiding in the dead underbrush by the big oak.”

“Sure.” She gave him a quizzical look. “How do you see it?”

“My eyesight just got better. Like, a whole lot better. My hearing, too.”

Brooke’s eyes widened. “You gained my werewolf senses?”

“A portion of them. I haven’t noticed any changes in the olfactory sense, but sight and sound are both sharper, more precise.”

“That’s great!” Brooke pumped the air. “Pity the vampire who tries to sneak up on us!”

“Now I’m a little jealous.” Emma took her glasses off and waved them around. “I’m half blind without these.”

“Don’t worry.” Clarke let the tarp fall. “You’re turn is coming.”

“I eagerly await to accept you inside me.”

“I … right.”

“Do you have night vision now, too?” Brooke asked.

“Not sure.”

“Let’s find out!”

Brooke jogged over to the court’s indoor entrance. She closed the door and switched off the lights. Only a small pool of light squeaked in underneath the door, but that faint illumination was all he needed to see clearly.

Emma grabbed the back of Clarke’s shirt.

“Just so everyone knows,” the succubus said, “I can’t see anything except for a bit by the door.”

“And you, Clarke?” Brooke asked.

“The room’s darker, but I can see well enough to move around. And to fight, if I had to.”

“Yes!” Brooke switched the lights back on. “Clarke’s getting powered up!”

“Sharper senses will definitely come in handy.” He walked over. “Do you know what you picked up?”

“Not sure.” Brooke crossed back to the court’s center. “That tingling has settled into my fingers, though.”

“Your fingers?” Clarke creased his brow. “That seems a bit odd. I don’t have any magic that shoots out of my fingers.”

“Oh, your fingers are plenty magical.” Emma touched his back. “Trust me.”

Clarke gave her a quick side eye.

“What?” The succubus shrugged. “It’s true.”

“Come on. Let’s stay focused.” Clarke turned back to Brooke. “Besides the tingling, is there anything else that feels different?”

“Yeah. It’s like my claws are itching to come out.”

“Then why not give them a go?” Clarke said. “Swipe at something. See if anything has changed.”

“Okay!”

Brooke looked around. “How about a basketball? Would you mind throwing one at me?”

“Sure thing.”

Clarke grabbed a basketball from the wheeled rack and bounced it twice off the floor while Brooke took up position on the other side of the court.

“Brooke, you ready?”

“Let ‘er rip!”

“Okay. Here it comes!” Clarke launched the ball with a mighty overhand throw. It shot toward Brooke with bone-crunching force, and she grinned toothily in the brief moment before the ball reached her. She swiped it with clawed fingers, and the ball exploded. Rubbery ribbons fell to the ground.

“Huh.” Brooke studied her palm, then flexed her fingers.

“Did that feel any different?”

“No, not really. But yes. It’s hard to describe. There’s something new here. That much I know, but I’m not sure how to use it. Does any of that make sense?”

“Uh…” Clarke gave Emma a pleading look.

“It’s hard to say.” The succubus folded her arms. “So far, the magic exchanged through the bond rings appears to follow similar rules to Clarke’s Power Graft spell. The obvious exception being these pathways work in both directions. The magic is exchanged easily enough, but neither party can control what crosses over. Granted, we don’t have a large sample—just you and Sammy so far—but what we’ve seen has been consistent with how Power Graft works. Or would work if that spell hadn’t become fused with the sex magic you absorbed from me.”

“Maybe the ball wasn’t a suitable target for this new ability,” Clarke suggested.

“Perhaps.” Emma started to nod. “Yes, perhaps you’re right. You’re a blood knight, after all, and your abilities hinge on the application of life force in offensive and defensive spells.”

“Not much life force in this.” Brooke nudged a rubbery flap with her boot.

“Then what we need is …” Clarke stopped, and his eyes lit up. “Brooke, I’ve got it.” He rolled up a sleeve and held his arm out. “Here. Try this instead.”

“Oh, I see!”

She jogged over to Clarke and pressed the tip of one claw into his forearm. A bloody bead oozed up around the shallow wound, and a trickle of vitality left with it, siphoned by her claw.

“Wow, it’s working.” Brooke’s eyes went wide, and she grinned. “You feel that, Clarke?”

“I do indeed. Seems you can Drain enemies with your claws now.”

“Hell yeah!” She withdrew her claw and licked it clean.

“You could have wiped that off with a towel.” Clarke indicated the stack of folded sweat towels beside the ball rack.

“But I was curious.” She ran her tongue over her teeth and took on a contemplative look, as if savoring the flavor with the attention and insight of a sommelier. She shook her head. “Nope. Your other fluid tastes better.”

“And is more fun to extract,” Emma added.

Clarke gave the succubus a brief, scolding glance, but she replied with a playful shrug.

“Jokes aside,” Emma said, “it’s hard to imagine a better outcome. Brooke is already a physical powerhouse. Stack that with the ability to replenish her strength midbattle and⁠—”

“I’ll be unstoppable!” Brooke exclaimed, pumping her arms.

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Clarke said. “If history is any indicator, your version of Drain will be weaker than mine. But yes, this is fantastic news, and I’m eager to see your new magic in action.”

“What about some sparring to test it?” Brooke brandished her claws, and her tail wagged. “Something light to help me feel it out.”

“Hold up.” Emma clapped a hand over Brooke’s shoulder and eased her back.

“What’s wrong?”

“You’re forgetting something. It’s my turn now. Isn’t that right, Clarke?”

“Might as well. We’re here to explore our bonds. Getting comfortable with any new abilities can come later.”

Brooke backed away and Emma stepped forward. Clarke was about to take hold of her hips, but she grabbed his wrist and planted the hand over her breast. She guided his other hand to the back of her neck then took firm hold of his butt cheeks. Her tail coiled around his thigh and her wings wrapped around him like a dark, leathery shroud.

“Emma?”

“Yes, Clarke?”

“Is this necessary?”

“Of course not.”

“Then—”

“I want to try it my way first.” She leaned in, their faces almost touching. “Please?”

“All right.” He chuckled and closed his eyes. “We’ll try it your way.”

“You’re the best.” She gave him a quick peck on the cheek, then rested her forehead against his.

Clarke cleared his mind of distractions—a difficult task with the succubus so close and his hand clenched over her boob—but he managed to set aside his base carnal thoughts to gaze upon the magic within her.

It pulsed in his mind’s eye.

Or rather throbbed: warm, wet, and inviting.

He’d felt this before, but the bond startled him with its intensity, and his crotch began to harden.

The aura yearned for his approach, his ethereal embrace. It enticed him to enter, to be enveloped within its seductive folds. He allowed himself to be drawn to her, to reach out within his mind and push into her wanton magical lust.

“Deeper, harder,” Emma urged. “Don’t be gentle. I can take it.”

“You mean your magic can take it?”

“That, too.”

He pressed inward, piercing her magic with his own until he reached her innermost sanctum. Their magics mingled softly, sensuously. A lovers’ kiss rather than the panting exercise of sex.

“Your power is coursing through me.” Emma reached down to stroke his hardened member. “It feels so good.”

She snuggled up to him.

Clarke opened his eyes. “Emma?”

“Yes?”

“I believe we’re done.”

“Are we, though?” She gripped his zipper and eased it down.

“Ah-hem!” Brooke crossed her arms. “If I can’t spar with him yet, then that will have to wait.”

“I’m only teasing.” The succubus zipped him up and stepped away. “I definitely gained a portion of your power through the bond. You too, Clarke?”

“Yes, though again, I’m not sure what.”

Clarke closed his eyes and explored the new magic within him. He sensed a new wrinkle within his mind—a knot of magic ready to unfold at his command. He commanded it now and let it expand.

A hot wash of love, affection, and pride blew through his mind, and he realized it came from Emma. At first he thought their bond provided this insight, but the bond rings had never conveyed emotions. Yes, he could infer the emotional state of his wives by observing their auras, as he’d done with Brooke during their visit to the Sandovals.

But this was different.

Clearer.

Laser-focused on emotions.

On empathy.

Clarke opened his eyes and gazed at Emma.

“You just figured something out?” The succubus smiled at him.

“Maybe.”

He shifted this new empathic focus toward Brooke. It took a lot of concentration; he had to deliberately guide and maintain this new sense, but he could do it.

And he did it.

He tasted Brooke’s eagerness and admiration. Her loyalty, love, and an overwhelming desire to please.

To please him, he realized.

He could sample her emotions, but that alone didn’t tell him where those feelings came from or why they’d taken shape.

Only that they existed.

He dug deeper with this new power, focused harder, and something unexpected emerged. An ugly lump resided beneath the energetic surface of Brooke’s emotions. Like a leaden mass weighing down the core of her psyche.

Clarke released the power, and the emotional tapestry around him vanished. He grinned at the two ladies.

“Seems I’m an empath now.”

Brooke’s mouth formed an O, and Emma gave him a happy clap.

“That’s awesome, Clarke!” the succubus exclaimed. “How much detail can you perceive? I know my talent formed over time as I aged, and practice helped strengthen it.”

“It’s hard to say. I don’t really have a frame of reference.” Clarke nodded to Brooke. “But I know something’s bothering you.”

The wolf girl shook herself as if startled.

“You know?”

“Sorry for being nosy. Just testing out my new ability. And besides, it’s only natural you’d have some heavy stuff on your mind, given what your sister is going through.”

“I … it’s …” Brooke glanced away. “Right. My sister.”

“It is about your sister.” Clarke’s face darkened with concern. “Isn’t it?”

“Not really.”

“Then what’s troubling you?”

“The thing is …” Brooke’s tail twitched.

“If something’s wrong, then please tell me.”

“It’s not like that.” She sighed. “It’s just hard to talk about, that’s all. But I promise it’s nothing that could come back to bite you or anyone else. It’s a … personal struggle of sorts. You know?”

“Not entirely.”

“Sorry. I’m just not ready to talk about it yet. Is that okay with you?”

“It is. But if something is weighing on your mind, I want you to feel comfortable bringing it to me. Know you can talk to me about anything. My door is always open, and that goes double for when my family needs me.”

“Thanks.” Brooke flashed a tentative grin. “And I will, when I’m ready. But right now it’s not a big deal. You have plenty on your plate, and this is something I can deal with on my own. I don’t want to add to your burdens.”

“I get what you’re saying. But us sharing each other’s burdens, having each other’s backs, that’s part of being a family.”

“You’re right. Just … be patient with me? Please?”

“Okay, I will.”

Brooke smiled at him, and her tail flicked happily.

“What about me, Clarke?” Emma stepped forward eagerly. “Can you tell what’s going through my mind?”

“You want to have sex with me.”

“Right! Did you pick that up with your new ability?”

“No.”

She gave him a quirky smile.

“Emma, you are many things, but subtle isn’t one of them.”

“What about you?” Brooke asked the succubus. “What’d you gain?”

“Let’s find out.”

Emma spread her arms and wings, closed her eyes, and red lightning scintillated across her body. A faint layer of arcane energy snapped into being, hugging her every curve before fading toward invisibility. Only brief snaps of red betrayed the magic’s presence.

“You can create a Sanguine Shield?!” Brooke exclaimed.

“So it would seem.” Emma inspected each arm then patted her chest. “This is such a relief!”

“Why’s that?” Clarke asked.

“Sanguine Shield is the exact power I was hoping for.” She let out a slow, relieved exhale. “It was a struggle not to get my hopes up, but now I have it! This changes everything! We need to go see Ixia! Right now!”

“Ixia? What for?”

Emma smiled, and her eyes twinkled.

“Why, to talk about guns, of course!”
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Ixia Grey’s workshop was on the second floor, situated above the garage behind a door marked with a large Dead Space poster. Brooke and Emma followed Clarke across the mansion and up a flight of stairs, and he knocked.

“Come on in! It’s safe!”

He swung the door open and followed the ladies inside. The interior was neat and orderly with two magic circles chalked onto the floor and a row of benches for potion brewing. Racks of reagents, ammunition, pistols, shotguns, rifles, grenades, and other equipment took up most of the far wall.

“You felt the need to clarify that?” Clarke asked.

“We were enchanting grenades earlier. Can’t be too careful.”

Ixia Grey of the Coven of the Ashen Flower rose from a crouch, a thick bar of chalk in one hand. She rubbed her back with her free hand, the bulge of her five-month pregnancy obvious against her loose black dress.

“Oof! The boy gets heavier every day!” The young witch smiled at Clarke, violet eyes gleaming. She’d tied her long, ghost-white hair back while she worked. Her ears and eyebrows glittered with silver studs, and the rings on her fingers featured silver skulls.

All except for one plain golden band—her magical wedding ring.

Dahlia and Hyacinth, the rest of the Grey triplets, stood watchful as Ixia’s personal bodyguards. They may have dressed in a playful goth style with black lacy tops, miniskirts, and webbed stockings, but the weapons they carried spoke to a more serious purpose. Hyacinth wore a hip-holstered Colt Python while a Remington Model 870 Tactical 12-gauge shotgun hung from the strap around Dahlia’s neck. Both weapons were undoubtedly loaded with enchanted ammo.

Five months ago, Clarke had negotiated the aid of Hepatica Grey, head of the Ashen Flowers, and the price for her aid had been his firstborn, the child Ixia now bore. He’d regretted the calculated coldness of that decision, the need to take the fight to the vampires counterbalanced by his desire to one day have children of his own, but he also acknowledged the wisdom behind Hepatica’s price.

He might very well be the last blood knight alive, and while Hepatica (at the time) fully believed he’d die a horrible death, she wanted to ensure his bloodline survived. In that way, the child had been a backup plan of sorts. A future warrior in the struggle against the vampires, secreted away and raised in relative safety until his powers matured.

But something had changed in the intervening months. Clarke’s relationship with the coven—and Ixia especially—had evolved and deepened. He loved Ixia, and she loved him back, and that love had led her to marry him. By the terms of their contract, she should have left by now, to bear their child in secret.

But Hepatica had shown leniency against those ironclad terms. She’d permitted her daughter to stay with Clarke on the condition Dahlia and Hyacinth remained by her side, to protect Ixia and her unborn child. Both Dahlia and Hyacinth were powerful mages, and Clarke had welcomed the unofficial additions to Broken Fang.

Though he could have done without the flirting.

“Hey, Clarke!” Dahlia grinned at him. Her platinum blonde hair was short and wild, resembling an open flame. “I’ve got an opening in my calendar.” She ran a hand down her side then smacked her hip. “And elsewhere if you’re interested.”

“I, umm …” Hyacinth shrugged bashfully. Her twin braids were black with a single streak of blonde down one side. “I have an opening in my calendar, too.”

“Uh.” Dahlia rolled her eyes. “With feeling, Sis. With feeling!”

“I have openings for you, Clarke!” Hyacinth thrust her chest out boldly, though her cheeks burned.

“There! That’s better. Just like we rehearsed.” Dahlia spread her arms. “What do you say, Clarke? Care to take a flight on the Ashen Flower Airline?”

Clarke grimaced at the witch. This was the other reason Hepatica had lent her daughters to Broken Fang.

“Just so you know,” Dahlia went on, “there will be a brief layover while you switch planes.”

She pointed to herself and then to Hyacinth, as if her meaning wasn’t obvious enough.

“Thank you for the offer,” Clarke replied dryly, “but I’ll pass.”

“For now,” Dahlia corrected. “You’ll pass for now.”

“Sure. We’ll go with that.”

“Come on, ladies.” Ixia elbowed Dahlia aside. “Do we have to go through this every time?”

“There’s an easy solution if you want us to stop.” Dahlia grinned playfully.

“Come on!” Ixia huffed. “I know Mom put you up to this, but can you maybe be a bit more subtle about it?”

“Subtle didn’t work, so now we’re trying this.”

“What do you mean? Everything about you is the complete opposite of subtle!” Ixia gave her sisters a dismissive wave. “Anyway, Clarke, what brings you up here?”

“Broken Fang business. Emma wants to talk guns.”

“Yes, but first …” Emma stepped forward. “Clarke is now an empath!”

“He gained that ability through the bond rings?” Ixia asked, and Emma nodded. “That’s fantastic!” She planted her hands on her hips and leaned back. “Clarke, can you read my emotions?”

“Probably. If I concentrate on then.”

“Then give it a go. I want to hear what you pick up.”

“Uh.” Clarke’s eyes darted around the room and lingered on Ixia’s sisters. “There are a lot of you. I’m not sure if I’ll be able to pick you out from the crowd. I only gained this ability a few minutes ago.”

“Which is why this is a perfect excuse to exercise it.” Emma gave him a soft pat on the back. “Go on, Clarke. Try it out.”

“All right.”

He closed his eyes and concentrated on the new magical kernel in his mind. The kernel opened at his command, and a tapestry of emotions unfolded before him.

He perceived the women around him, so full of love and admiration, though each with their own unique ripples. Even Dahlia and Hyacinth gazed upon him with genuine affection, which surprised him. He’d imagined their overtures to be shallow in nature, made strictly at the behest of their mother, but this didn’t seem to be the case.

He wondered if he’d misjudged them.

But that was a “tomorrow problem,” as his adopted father was keen to say, and Clarke instead focused his attention on Ixia.

“Hm.” He opened his eyes.

“Well?” Ixia asked. “Sense anything?”

“Yeah, but it’s all so obvious. You remember Star Trek’s Deanna Troi? It’s like that. ‘Captain, I’m sensing increased aggression!’ And then you have Worf standing in the background thinking ‘No shit, Lady! We’re being shot at!’”

“No more dodging. Out with it,” Ixia coaxed. “What’d you sense?”

“That you love me and you’re worried, which I assume is related to our unborn child.”

“Yes!” Ixia smiled brightly. “Got it on the first try!”

“But I already knew all that.”

“Empathy helps most with people you don’t know,” Emma said. “Sure, with us, it’s redundant. You understand our social cues and the rhythm of our moods, but if you’re dealing with an unfamiliar person, it’s extremely useful.”

“Makes sense.” Clarke shrugged. “But for now it’s Newbie Empath’s First Steps.”

“Okay, I’m up next.” Emma stepped forward. “Ixia, I need a new gun.”

“You already have two. What do you need a third one for?”

“Close-ranged combat.” Emma grinned fiendishly. “I gained Sanguine Shield through the bond, which means I can get up close and personal with our enemies.”

“Aha!” Ixia’s eyes lit up. “I get it now.” She stepped over to one of several gun racks. “Let’s see … close quarters …”

“How about this one?” Dahlia patted a sleek, black tactical shotgun.

“Yes! Good call, Sis!” Ixia removed the gun from the rack, verified that it was empty, then handed it to Emma. “May I present you with the Benelli M4. A 12-gauge shotgun with five plus one capacity. Armed forces tested; John Wick approved.”

“Oh, hell yeah!” Emma cradled the weapon like a newborn. “Come to me, my sweet.”

Ixia chuckled. “I’m glad you like it.”

“I’ve been building a stockpile of enchanted shells.” Dahlia gestured to a rack laden with ammo boxes. “It takes longer than revolver rounds, since I have to open up each shell and apply the spells to the buckshot directly, but it’s worth it. This way, the shell itself acts as a barrier between spells, reducing interference during storage or in the magazine tube, which means I can apply stronger spells. You’re welcome to as many as you need.”

“Thanks.” Emma tested the heft and feel of the weapon, then sighted down it. “This is perfect. Can’t wait to test it out at the range.”

“What about you, Brooke?” Ixia asked. “Gain anything from Clarke?”

“I can Drain enemies now.” The wolf girl raised a hand and extended her claws.

“No shit!” Ixia exclaimed. “Your claws can autocast Drain like Clarke’s thirstblade? Wow, you’re going to be unstoppable! These bond rings are something else!”

“What about yours?” Clarke asked. “Still want to hold off?”

“At least until I give birth. I don’t want to risk anything that could hurt my VIP.”

Ixia ran a hand down her abdomen.

“I know.” Clarke placed gentle fingers atop her pregnant crest, then traced them downward. “And I agree with you.”

“He’s going to be a strong, healthy boy,” Ixia said. “And a blood knight. I can already sense the seed of his magic.”

“That’s wonderful.”

A sudden spike of emotion shot through the room, and Clarke glanced at Brooke before he’d even realized why. Her feelings had been so strong and jarring he’d detected them without trying.

Brooke flashed a toothy grin his way. It looked forced.

It was forced. He could tell now with absolute certainty, and he began to grasp the situation.

It was the baby talk; that had to be it. Ixia’s pregnancy was eating at Brooke, though he wasn’t sure why. He knew Brooke and the others wanted children, but they’d all agreed now wasn’t the right time. Their fight against the vampires was ramping up, and they needed to be ready to face the trials ahead.

Which meant delaying when they would all have kids.

Clarke understood this, and so did Brooke. Why then would the decision bother her so much more than the other ladies?

Clarke caught Emma’s eye, and the succubus nodded ever so slightly then bobbed her head toward Brooke. She’d picked it up, too, and must have realized Clarke had sensed the same.

What was going on here?

He wasn’t sure, and he wanted to ask. To probe at what troubled his wife. He yearned to help her, to fix this mysterious problem. But Brooke had asked for space earlier, and he would honor her wishes. She would come to him in time; he was confident of this.

His heart ached for her all the same, and he hoped she’d come to him sooner rather than later.


Three


Sammy and Ashley returned to the mansion that evening, and the members of Broken Fang convened in the dining room to discuss the latest developments.

The wide, rectangular hall had seen better days. Magical attacks had stripped the woodwork and flooring, and Clarke couldn’t look at the hole in the wall without recalling how he’d been blown backward through it. But even with all the damage, the sturdy, wooden table had survived relatively intact, and most of the debris had been cleared out.

The six members of Broken Fang took their seats with Clarke at the head of the table while Ixia’s sisters assumed guard positions at the two main entrances. For all their sexual teasing, the Greys adhered strictly to their roles as bodyguards, and at least one followed Ixia almost everywhere.

Samantha “Sammy” Eloise plopped into her seat with a big bowl of trail mix in her lap. The petite slime girl wore a loose rainbow tie dye T-shirt over tight jeans and allowed her skin to assume its natural bubblegum pink hue. She’d shaped her flaming red hair into a pixie cut, and the swirls within her eyes glowed a vibrant blue.

She stuck her hand into the mix, but instead of shoving a fistful into her mouth, she hoovered the food up through her arm.

Ashley Smith gave the slime girl a little headshake. The angel possessed pale, flawless skin, a cascade of golden blonde hair, and piercing ocean blue eyes. She wore a cream sleeveless shirt with a plunging neckline, and her broad feathery wings extended out through two slits along the garment’s back. A radiant halo hovered above her head, cracked on one side.

Sammy snorted at the angel and vacuumed up the crumbs with her hand. While the slime girl might have been more casual than the rest of the team, Ashley was by far the most strait-laced. She was precise, punctual, and orderly in all things, and her exacting nature could make her come across as aloof at times. The angel admitted she didn’t understand people all that well, but Clarke knew she had a good heart. Without her, there wouldn’t be a Broken Fang, and that was no exaggeration.

It was a shame her memory had more holes than Swiss cheese.

Clarke started by briefing everyone on the Hawthorne/Sandoval job, and Emma provided an update from her parents: no news so far.

“How about you two?” Clarke asked the slime girl and angel. “Any luck?”

Sammy let out a long raspberry, which prompted a reproachful eye from Ashley.

“Not as much as we’d hoped.” The angel opened her satchel and placed a large, leatherbound book on the table. “Olcott’s grimoire has proven to be surprisingly inaccurate with regard to the mysteries underneath Chester Creek University. While the spells guarding its information were far less robust than those Heinrich armored his two grimoires with, it contains a lot of conjecture.”

“We managed to scope out both sites,” Sammy said. “The Green Door underneath CCU’s admin building is still locked, and Olcott’s information on how to open it was bogus. I couldn’t even shake the handle. After that, we headed for the White Door underneath the adjacent cemetery. It hasn’t changed since Alant’s brides almost killed us there.”

Brooke let out a low, throaty growl. She rubbed the forearm she’d lost in that battle.

“It’s all right, girl.” Sammy stretched her arm out and scratched Brooke behind an ear. “We got the last laugh.”

“Any signs of new visitors?” Clarke asked.

“If they exist, they didn’t leave a magical trail,” Ashley said.

“And as far as I can tell,” Sammy added, “no one but us and the brides have been down there recently.”

“What about the Scepter of Bone?” Clarke asked.

“No reaction.” Sammy hiked up her T-shirt, reached into her own chest, and pulled out a large human legbone covered in intricate runes. She set it on the table next to the grimoire. “My guess is the info in Olcott’s grimoire came from Heinrich. Olcott may have thought he was stealing his master’s secrets, but all he was shoveling was the bullshit Heinrich kept feeding him.”

“You could be right.” Clarke frowned at the scepter. “Unfortunately, that leaves us with these mysterious magical doors and not a whole lot of clues on what to do about them, and it’s the same with the Scepter of Bone. Is it a key of some kind or something else? If the doors really do lead to the Portal of Gold, and the Portal represents some fabled ‘unimaginable power,’ as Olcott put in, then we need to keep it out of vampiric hands.”

“And hopefully secure it for ourselves,” Emma added.

“Right you are,” Clarke agreed. “But that’s going to be difficult if we can’t even get to the Portal.”

Most of the table nodded in agreement, but Sammy chuckled, and Ashley’s halo brightened.

“We’re not completely without clues.” The angel reached into her satchel once more.

“But you said⁠—”

“That we saw no signs of new visitors.” She placed a large, white feather on the table. “However, we may have come across a clue as to how Alant’s brides opened the White Door.”

“A feather?” Clarke’s enhanced eyesight rendered it in precise detail, even from across the table. “Ashley, that looks like one of yours.”

“That’s because it’s celestial in nature.”

“You found an angelic feather near the White Door?” Ixia exclaimed.

“Precisely, and not one of mine. It’s old. Very very old.”

“How old is ‘very very’?” Brooke asked.

“Centuries, at least. Sorry, but I can’t be more precise.”

“If it didn’t come from you,” Clarke said, “then how did it get there?”

“This is merely conjecture,” Ashley replied, “but I believe Alant brought it.”

“A vampire?” Clarke’s brow furrowed.

“No, I think Ashley’s on to something,” Ixia cut in. “Angel feathers are both incredibly useful and hugely valuable, and it’s not like we get extraplanar visitors all the time. That’s why the mage clans hoard the few they have. It’s entirely possible the vampires have done the same over the years. How they acquired the feathers is hard to say, but I don’t doubt for a minute they have their own stash somewhere.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Ashley tapped the feather. “And this feather may have come from one such stash.”

“From the Academy of Silence?” Clarke asked.

“Possibly,” Ashley said. “Though where Alant requisitioned the feather from is less important than that he used it. And where we found it.”

“Near the already-opened White Door!” Sammy exclaimed triumphantly.

Ashley frowned. “Yes, Sammy. I was about to say that.”

“Yeah, but you were taking too long.”

“So, an angel feather was used to open the White Door.” Clarke leaned forward, thinking out loud. “And if that’s the case, the same may be true for the Green Door.”

“A possibility worth exploring.” Ashley spread one wing and ran a finger across her pinions. “Fortunately, we have an ample supply.”

“Are we still on for Sunday?” Sammy asked.

“We are,” Clarke said. “In two days, the five of us are heading back through the White Door, and this time we’ll have the scepter with us.”

Sammy quirked an eyebrow. “The five of us?” She glanced from Emma to Ixia and back.

The succubus cleared her throat. “I’ll be coming along as well.”

“Okay, but aren’t you too squishy for this kind of work?”

“Not since this morning.” Emma flourished a hand, and red energy crackled between her fingers. “Clarke gave me the ability to cast Sanguine Shield, and Ixia has lent me one of her shotguns.”

“Sweet!” Sammy grinned. “You go, girl! Welcome to the party!”

“Ah, yes. That reminds me.” Emma’s eyes twinkled as she turned to Clarke. “Any other business for today?”

“None comes to mind. Why?”

“Well, speaking of parties …”

An infectious chuckle spread across the table.

“You didn’t,” Clarke said blandly.

“I’m afraid we did,” Emma replied.

“We’ve already discussed this. Today’s not my real birthday.”

“It’s the date we have, and so it’s the date we’re using.”

“Happy birthday, Clarke,” Ashley said warmly.

“Yes, happy birthday,” Brooke said.

“And may you have many, many more,” Ixia added.

Sammy threw up her arms. “Now let’s get this party started!”
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The celebrations took a while to gather steam due to the time needed for food prep. They relocated to the back porch at a table beside the swimming pool, and Emma started up the grill while the others brought out a modest pile of presents wrapped in red metallic foil. The sky was a blaze of orange and purple over the trees.

The back of the mansion was in better shape than the foyer, where the front doors and much of the surrounding walls had been demolished by storm golems and frost skeletons. Clarke had faced the d-hunter behind the mansion, but their battle had been more personal, and the worst of the damage had been cleared away.

Brooke and Sammy helped Emma out, and together they formed a smash burger assembly line. They prepared the burgers Oklahoma style, with heaps of thinly sliced onion smashed into the patties. They buttered and toasted the brioche buns, covered the patties in American cheese, and added dill pickles and yellow mustard.

Ixia and Ashley brought out the drinks, silverware, and side dishes—baked beans, potato wedges, and Greek salad—followed by a massive, triple-decker cake covered in glossy red icing.

“This one’s mine.” Brooke tapped a red envelope and gave Clarke a coy smile. “Don’t be fooled by its size.”

“I’m sure I’ll love it.” He inspected the stack of presents. “When can I open them?”

“As soon as we’re done eating.” Emma set a tray of smash burgers on the table.

“And that includes the cake.” Sammy breathed in the savory aroma. “I’ve been looking forward to this all week.”

“I put a lot of effort into dinner,” Emma said. “If I see you shoving food into your chest, I may become cross.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll behave.” Sammy sat down. “Tonight, I’m going to enjoy my food.”

“It smells delicious,” Clarke said.

He waited for the ladies to finish their preparations and then took his seat last. Emma selected the first burger for him, taking a few moments to pick out the best of the lot, and he bit in to discover an explosion of sumptuous flavors.

“Mmm.”

Clarke closed his eyes and reveled in the elegant simplicity of Emma’s smash burgers. The fatty beef and melted cheese complimented each other perfectly, and the grilled onions added just the right amount of sweetness. The tangy accents from pickles and mustard only served to elevate the meal further, and Clarke was on his third burger before he knew it.

“Sho goo’!” Brooke exclaimed blissfully, her mouth stuffed like a chipmunk’s. “Sho goo’!”

“I second that!” Sammy said before swallowing a burger whole.

Emma and Ixia both ate a burger each while Ashley picked daintily at the vegetarian sides, as was her preference.

“Is it time for cake yet?” Sammy asked, surveying the obliterated remnants of dinner.

“And presents!” Brooke exclaimed.

“Yep. Those, too.”

“I believe so.” Emma rose and lit the twenty-one candles on the cake while Sammy hurried back inside.

“You’re not going to sing me ‘Happy Birthday,’ are you?” Clarke asked.

“Only if you want us to,” Emma replied.

“Why don’t we skip that part, then?”

Sammy returned with a stack of small dishes, clean forks, and several cartons of ice cream.

“We singing?” the slime girl asked, depositing her haul on the table.

“Not this time.” Emma gestured to the cake. “Come on, Clarke. Time to make a wish.”

“Well, that part’s easy.”

A world without vampires, he thought.

He blew out the candles in one breath then grabbed the knife and began plating slices while Emma scooped each girl’s preferred flavor of ice cream before serving them. Sammy was the last to receive hers.

“How big a slice do you want?” Clarke asked.

“This big!” Sammy dragged the rest of the cake toward her seat, and everyone else shared a chuckle. Emma shook her head and placed the ice cream cartons next to the slime girl.

Clarke sat down and took a bite. The cake was a moist, delicious swirl of yellow and chocolate with chocolate icing between each layer. He finished dessert in no time and leaned back with a contented sigh, delightfully sated by the meal.

“Time for presents?” he asked.

“I think we can start.” Emma glanced around the table. “You finished yet, Sammy?”

“Al’mosh!” The slime girl swallowed her last piece of cake.

Emma collected everyone’s dirty dishes, and Ixia began a relay to convey the pile of presents over to Clarke. He selected the closest one and checked the label.

“From Ixia. Surprisingly heavy, too.”

He peeled back the red wrapping to unveil a blue plastic case with the Smith & Wesson logo on the front.

“Another gun?”

“Not just any gun,” Ixia replied with a quirky smile.

Clarke released the two tabs and swung the case open. A huge, gleaming pistol rested in the gray foam, and he picked it up.

“Now this is a handgun!”

“The Smith & Wesson Model 500,” Ixia explained. “Five shots instead of the six your Model 629 chambers, but this one packs .50 caliber instead of .44s. To put the difference in perspective, each .44 Magnum generates around one thousand foot pounds of force. It varies a bit depending on the exact bullet, and that’s a very respectable number to be sure, but firing a Model 500 unleashes over three thousand foot pounds of force per shot.”

“Three times as powerful?” Clarke asked, and Ixia nodded.

“On top of that, Dahlia has enchanted your bullets for maximum impact. Not only will they knock just about anything on its ass, they’ll also Explode. If you want subtlety, use a different gun. This one’s all about blowing holes in your enemies.”

“Is the ammo back in your workshop?”

“Nope. Got you covered.” Ixia handed him another present.

He opened it to find two containers of .500 S&W Magnums, the bullets carefully spaced to avoid interference between their spells. He placed the gun back in the foam, closed it, and set the presents aside.

“This is perfect, Ixia. Thank you. I’m sure it’ll come in handy.”

“Glad you like it.”

Clarke selected the envelope Brooke had indicated earlier. He opened it with his forefinger and pulled out the card.

“A gift card for dinner at The Establishment?” Clarke turned the card over and skimmed the back. “A private dinner for six plus a night in one of their VIP rooms.”

“I know The Establishment is known for serving the shifter community, but their food is top notch, and the privacy should keep any of their more rambunctious patrons away.”

“And the VIP room?”

“Well …” Brooke blushed, and her tail wagged. “After dinner, why not have some dessert?”

“Are we talking about cake?” Sammy asked.

“No, I believe we’re the intended dessert,” Emma said.

“Ah.” Sammy gave them a thumbs-up. “Got it. Can do!”

“Mostly, Clarke,” Brooke continued, her voice softening, “I wanted to give all of us a window to spend some time quality together and just relax. No cooking our own meals. No worrying about hunting monsters or Broken Fang business. Just time set aside for us. All of us.”

The wolf girl gave him a tentative smile.

“You don’t think this is lame, do you?”

“Absolutely not. This was very thoughtful. All of us work hard, and that’s important, but you’re right we should also set time aside for each other.” He placed the gift card on top of the gun case. “I’ll be looking forward to it.”

Brooke’s smile brightened, and he checked the tag on the next present.

“From Sammy.” Clarke shook the box and heard the quiet rattle of discs in cases. “Quite a bit lighter than Ixia’s.”

“The movies didn’t come in stainless steel,” the slime girl quipped.

Clarke removed the wrapping and spread the Blu-Rays on the table.

“One Piece movies?” he asked, grinning.

“You mentioned a while back being interested in the show but not wanting to deal with the thousand-plus episodes.” Sammy gestured to the cases. “Movies solve that, and I got you a selection of my favorites. There’s Gold, Red, Stampede, Z, and Strong World. You don’t need to know the lore to enjoy most, and I can fill you in on the rest as we watch.”

“Thank you, Sammy.” He set the cases aside. “It’s been a while since you and I had a relaxing movie night together. This is a great gift.”

He added the movie cases to his pile of opened presents.

Emma shifted one of the two remaining gifts over. “This one’s from me.”

Clarke picked it up, and his brow wrinkled.

“Heavy.” He shook the box. “But not a gun. Not sure what this is.”

“Dear God, girl,” Sammy said. “How many sex toys did you pack in there?”

Emma shrugged with a sly smile.

Clarke peeled back the wrapping and picked up the first of three heavy tomes.

“The Titan Mage Monster Compendium: Volume One.” He checked the other presents. “And two more volumes, plus a set of Titan Mage dice in a metal tin.”

“For our roleplaying sessions,” Emma said. “I know how much you love Titan Mage, and I thought you might want to GM your own original session sometime instead of following a premade scenario.”

“This is great, thank you! I’ve been itching to try just that, and adding these source books to my collection will really help.”

He added the books to the stack of opened presents.

“Seriously?” Sammy leaned close to the succubus. “No sex toys?”

“Disappointed?” Emma asked wryly.

“Not disappointed so much as surprised.”

“I don’t think about sex all the time.”

“And last but certainly not least.” Clarke accepted the present tagged with Ashley’s name.

“I’m sorry,” the angel said, her halo dimming.

“What’s there to be sorry about?” Clarke asked as he tore off the wrapping.

“I misunderstood the assignment.”

“I’m sure you did fine.” He set the wrapping aside and then inspected the gift. His lips pursed. “This is …”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s fine.” He arrayed the items in front of him and took a quick inventory. There was a pocket organizer, highlighters, sticky notes, and pens. “I’m just not sure what the idea behind the gift was.”

“Looks to me like there wasn’t one,” Sammy said, and Emma nudged her side.

“I tried to get you something practical.” The angel’s frown deepened.

“Well …” Clarke picked up the two packets of pens. They were dirt cheap BIC ballpoints, one blue and the other black. “Huh.”

“I didn’t realize the gifts were supposed to be fun.”

“It’s all right.” He set the gifts aside. “It’s the thought that counts.”
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Emma took what remained of the ice cream back to the kitchen, and the party began to break up. Clarke rose to help clean up, but Sammy lassoed his arm with a pink tentacle and tugged him over.

“Nuh-uh.” She sprang to her feet. “Birthday boy gets to sit this one out.”

“It’s all right. I don’t mind, and besides it’s⁠—”

“Not your real birthday.” Sammy sprouted a third arm and began stacking plates. “We know. We get it.”

“Sorry, though I do appreciate all this.”

“Even Ashley’s present?”

The angel’s halo dimmed as she wiped a glob of icing off the table.

“Even that one. I’m always running out of pens. Have no idea where they run off to.”

Ashley smiled at him and headed inside with a handful of trash.

“Just so you know …” Sammy drew him close. “Your wives aren’t done giving you presents.”

“I like the sound of that.”

“I’ve been rewatching a few of my favorite hentai for inspiration.”

“Oh?” His eyebrows rose, along with another part of him.

“See you tonight, stud.”

The slime girl gave him a peck on the cheek then winked at him and headed inside with her three arms full.

Clarke rubbed his cheek and let out a content sigh. He crossed the back porch and walked beyond the bright glow of its floodlights. Dry grass crunched under his boots, and he gazed out at the distant tree line. It should have been a nebulous row of vague shapes and shadows, but his enhanced vision picked out every tree with ease.

Another pair of feet stepped through the grass, but he didn’t turn to see who it was. He already knew. He could feel her presence through the bond, feel the ties strengthen at her approach, and his enhanced hearing could pick out the unique cadence of her long-legged gait.

“I’m reminded of our first hike together,” Brooke said, stopping beside him.

“The sun had set,” Clarke said. “I could barely see my own feet.”

Her hand found his, and they stood side by side.

“And now?” she asked.

“The night is so different. So much more alive.” He threaded his fingers through hers and grasped her hand tightly. “Want to go for a hike? Just the two of us?”

“I’d love to, but Emma and Sammy wouldn’t let me hear the end of it.” The wolf girl chuckled. “They have plans.”

“Both of them? At the same time?”

Brooke nodded.

“I see. Sammy can control her toxins now, so …”

“She’s eager to share in her first threesome.” The wolf girl paused, then gave him an apologetic shrug. “Sorry if I ruined the surprise.”

“No worries. I’m sure that won’t be the only surprise tonight, knowing those two.”

“Yeah.” Brooke took a deep breath. “Say, Clarke?”

“Yes?”

“You know the thing that’s been bothering me? I’d like to talk to you about it now, if that’s all right with you.”

Clarke faced her and took hold of her hips.

“I’m listening.”

“It’s about how I want to have a kid with you.” She swept a hand toward the mansion. “How all of us do.”

“I figured it might be related to that. Go on.”

“I know now isn’t the right time, but waiting is harder for me, and I’ve found that part difficult to deal with. I’ve been stressing over how it may never be the right time for us to have a kid, that I may be the only one left out when the time does come.”

“Why’s that?”

“It’s because I’m a werewolf. You can have a kid with Emma whenever you want; she’s got some sort of succubus switch she can flip, and then the baby magic will happen. And Sammy’s in a similar place. All she has to do is make your sperm meet the egg, and bam! She’ll be pregnant.”

“But it’s different for you.”

Brooke nodded slowly. “I go into heat once a year, and only for a few days. Maybe five to seven tops. That’s it. That’s all the time I get to act.”

“Do you know when your next cycle will begin?”

“In a few weeks. Maybe less. It’s hard to say, but I can feel it coming on.”

“You know we can’t. Not yet.”

“I know.” Her ears sagged. “And I’m a big girl. I get all the reasons why, and they’re good reasons. We can’t afford to weaken the team for months on end. Not with so many uncertainties on the horizon. Things are getting serious, and none of us knows what the future holds. But understanding all that doesn’t make me want a child any less.”

She placed her hands on his shoulders and her yellow eyes glinted in the dying light.

“I want to bear your child. I want it more than anything. You’re a good man—the best I’ve ever known—and I love you with all my heart. But that love makes me yearn for more, for that next step in our lives. I know I can’t have it. Not now. Not yet. But even so, a part of me fears this may be the last chance we get. That something might … happen to you, and then that chance is lost forever.”

He pulled her in and she rested her head on his shoulder.

“I worry about that, too,” he said softly.

They hugged each other tight, and her eyes glistened with tears.


Four


Neither Clarke nor Brooke had an answer for her dilemma, and Clarke struggled not to feel like he’d let her down as he headed inside. He resolved to consider the problem carefully in the coming days. He had a few weeks before she went into heat. Surely, he could figure out something by then—some solution that let them have it all, without any compromises.

He snorted as he entered his bedroom.

Yeah, right. As if life were ever that easy.

He spent a long time in the shower and let the soothing heat wash his worries away. At least for a little bit.

He stepped out of the shower, dried off, then put on a pair of comfy sweatpants.

Perhaps there was no solution. Not yet, anyway.

It was either do without Brooke’s power for several months or wait however long it took to bear their child in safety.

Could they make the former work?

Maybe.

If they kept a low profile and took safer monster-slaying jobs.

But if another d-hunter showed up …

Clarke frowned and shook his head. Waiting was the safer, more reasonable option. He understood the restrictions Brooke’s physiology imposed upon her, but they could simply wait till next year.

Or the year after.

Or the one after that.

He sighed and sat on the edge of his bed.

Assuming nothing terrible happened to them in the meantime, which was always a possibility in their line of work. They’d already had multiple close calls. Alant had come within a hair’s breadth of killing him, and Brooke’s recent injuries were nothing to scoff at either.

Clarke didn’t know if there was a perfect solution, but he would try to find a way forward that fulfilled her desire for a child—a desire he shared, if not with the same urgency.

That was his duty after all.

As her alpha, and as her husband.

It was part of the vow he’d made at their wedding. To always strive to be a good man. To honor and protect her.

And when I give my word, he thought, I mean it.

The perfect solution might not exist, but he would try to find it.

An approaching pair of soft footfalls prickled his enhanced hearing and drew him back to the present. Magic resonated through the bond rings, and Clarke sampled both Emma’s and Sammy’s unique auras. He opened his Empathy and tasted their raw arousal, their ravenous need to be sated.

And the warmth of their desire to please him.

He let a smile slip.

It was his birthday, after all.

Kind of, sort of.

Brooke’s conundrum could wait.

For now, in this moment, he had two wives who wished to share their love with him.

He rose, crossed the expansive bedroom, and opened the door.

“My, aren’t you eager?” Emma lowered her hand, no longer needing to knock.

The succubus wore dark purple lingerie: high heels, stockings, panties, lacy garter belt, and a bra her bountiful breasts threatened to spill from. Her dark wings rested behind her back, and her slender, prehensile tail flicked back and forth. She adjusted her glasses, smiling.

Sammy’s attire was almost comically reserved in comparison. She wore her black biking leathers—gloves included—which left only her head visible. Her skin was its natural pink, and her eyes blazed with an inner blue. She placed a hand on her hip and grinned.

“I could hear you coming down the hall,” Clarke said. “And then I sensed your emotions.”

“And what did your Empathy tell you?” Emma ran a hand up her side and grasped a breast.

“That I should shut up and invite you two in already.” Clarke backed away and swung the door wide.

Emma entered with assured strides, sultry eyes drinking in his body. Sammy shut the door behind them, and they all gathered by the bed.

“Something underneath all that leather?” Clarke asked Sammy.

“You’ll see soon enough.”

“But it’s my turn first.” Emma dropped to her knees and pulled his pants down. His cock sprang to attention, and she traced delicate fingers across its girth before swallowing the tip.

She started slow, licking and sucking and savoring each inch before venturing deeper. Clarke placed a hand on her head, urging her to take more of him, and his member eventually reached the back of her throat.

And then she took him deeper.

He closed his eyes and sighed, relishing the warmth and skill of her mouth, the tight embrace of her throat beyond that. Emma took more of him with each bob of her head until she reached the root. She grasped his butt cheeks and pressed her face against his crotch, his thick cock lodged in her throat.

Emma drew back until the tip popped free then gasped for air before diving back in. She sucked on the first few inches, then deepthroated him again. She bobbed up and down his full length, over and over, each plunge enveloping his member with sumptuous heat and tightness.

“Well, Clarke?” Sammy asked. “Is a simple blowjob enough to sate you? Or do you crave more?”

Clarke opened his eyes.

Sammy removed her gloves and tossed them aside.

Emma let his tip pop free from her lips and gazed up at him with eager eyes.

“Maybe a blowjob is all he needs,” the succubus declared with false sincerity.

“But what if he wishes to go further?” Sammy replied. “It is his birthday.” She held up a quick finger. “And don’t start with us, Clarke. This is part of the scenario. Just let it play out.”

“Okay. Keeping my mouth shut.”

“Thanks.” Sammy cleared her throat. “Anyway, what if Clarke wants to plunder your every hole?”

“Oh, perhaps I’m not in the mood tonight,” Emma teased.

Clarke snorted out a laugh. He didn’t need Empathy to read Emma’s arousal. Her flushed cheeks, taut nipples, and soaked panties were evidence enough. That, and about half a year’s experience making love to a succubus. He could count the moments she’d been fully sated on one hand. They’d taken a lot of effort.

“I’m feeling lazy,” Emma continued playfully. “Can you two do all the work for me?”

“Fine!” Sammy replied with feigned indignity. “I’ll take matters into my own hands. Or rather my …”

Sammy spread her arms, and her hands morphed into pink tentacles that shot out of her sleeves. They coiled around Emma. The succubus let out a delighted yelp as the slime girl dragged her back to the bed.

Clarke raised an eyebrow, surprised.

And intrigued.

Sammy constricted her slime body, and her clothes dropped to the floor in a heap. She morphed into a bubblegum puddle and slipped under the bed before more tentacles shot out. One plunged between Emma’s breasts and yanked her bra off. Another slipped down the front of her panties, eliciting an excited squeal from the succubus.

The tentacle ripped her panties off and tossed the tattered remains aside. Her sex glistened eagerly, and more tentacles opened her legs and drew her arms up and back across the bed. The result was a succubus all trussed up with pink tentacles, spread for his pleasure.

“Take me,” Emma breathed. “Please, Clarke. I want you. I need you.”

A tentacle wormed its way around and between her breasts, gave them a squeeze, then flicked one of her nipples. Emma squirmed against her restraints.

Clarke’s dick was rock hard. He approached the bed, placed the tip against Emma’s sopping sex, took hold of her waist, and rammed the whole thing in.

“Fuck!” she cried. “Yes!”

He pistoned in and out of her, his pleasure rising with each thrust. He pounded her, wracking her body with pleasure. Her breasts shook with each heavy thrust, even as Sammy teased one nipple and then the other with the tip of a tentacle.

“Turn me over,” Emma gasped. “Please. I want him to take me from behind.”

“Gosh, Emma, you’re so needy.” The words resonated through the swarming tentacles, and one urged Clarke back.

The tentacles restraining Emma lifted her into the air then flipped her over. They held her aloft at just the right height for him to enter the succubus while standing. Two tentacles wriggled over her body and spread her butt cheeks.

Clarke grasped Emma’s hourglass hips and filled her from behind.

“Yes!” she gasped. “Oh, God, yes!”

He fucked her like that, harder and deeper. Her wings flared and her tail coiled around him, tugging on him, coaxing him to plunder her depths. Not that he needed coaxing.

The excitement rose within him, boiling upward toward an impending climax, and Emma’s own arousal crescendoed with his. She panted and grunted with each thrust, almost delirious with pleasure.

His mind opened to hers. It happened without any thought or effort; a natural extension of their lovemaking. His blood magic, the bond rings, and his Empathy all merged into one beautiful gestalt. He perceived the shape and texture of her magic with total clarity, down to each individual mote of mana. Desire burned within her, hot and fluid, coursing through her body along tendrils of magic that reached for him.

Wanting.

Yearning.

Eager to mesh with his blood magic.

To share more than the pleasures of the flesh.

To grant him even greater power.

He let it happen. Let their bodies and their magics intertwine in the screaming, gasping throes of their shared orgasm. He filled her, and she cried out with ecstatic, shuddering joy, all while their magical energies knitted together.

Her mana shot through him with clear drive and purpose, homing in on the prior echoes he’d already absorbed from her. Those older pieces of magic floated within an inner cauldron of potential, and this new infusion meshed those disparate parts together to form a coherent web.

A fire lit within him, and he sensed every ability he’d ever absorbed from Emma merging and strengthening.

Tentacles set Emma on the bed, face down and drooling within a cloud of sexual delirium. Clarke draped himself across her back and kissed the nape of her neck.

“That,” she gasped, “was awesome.”

“So were you.”

“Phew!” Sammy oozed out from under the bed and reformed into a naked pink human except for arms that remained stretched into limp tentacle piles. “That took more effort than expected! Hentai makes this look so easy.”

“Which hentai did you take inspiration from?” Clarke asked, catching his breath.

“Urotsukidoji.”

“Isn’t that the one that popularized tentacle porn?”

“Something like that. Can’t go wrong with the classics!” Sammy shook out her arm-tentacles and then shlorped them back into shape. She flexed her reformed hands and then grinned at him from ear to ear, almost eerily wide. “So, Clarke. You ready for round two?”
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Sammy and Emma went the distance for five rounds before they all finally drifted off into peaceful slumber. Emma slept on her back, wings splayed greedily across the bed while Clarke curled up next to her. Meanwhile, Sammy had been reduced to a warm, gooey smear coating both of them and much of the bed.

His dreams were filled with peace and laughter and the beautiful women he loved.

“Clarke?” Something jostled his shoulder.

“Mm.” He stirred, unsure if this was another dream.

“Hey, Clarke? You awake?”

“Mrphmrm …”

Was that Emma talking? He wasn’t sure.

“See? He’s awake.”

“He’s not awake.”

“He’s awake enough.”

“Slow down. What’s the rush?”

“I want to see his face when he gets a load of us.”

“Why not wait for him to awaken naturally? Anticipation is part of the fun.”

Were there two Emmas in the bed? That didn’t seem right.

“Fine. But I say he’s awake enough for this.”

The mattress shifted and something soft came to rest atop his middle.

“On that, we can agree. And speaking of which …”

“Ahh …” he sighed, stretching his arms and legs. A pleasant sensation enveloped his member—warm, soft, and silken—followed by movement, slow and luxurious. Thoughts coalesced within his being, reason returned to him, and he blinked his eyes open.

“Hey there, lover.” Emma smiled at him, her hands guiding her generous breasts up and down his cock.

“Finally awake, I see,” said the second Emma, her breasts docked with the first’s, forming a cleavage canyon. Both ladies wore horn-rimmed glasses and nothing else, their broad wings draped over supple, naked flesh.

“Hey.” Clarke placed his hands behind his head. “Talk about a wake-up call.”

“You like it?” One of the Emmas bent down and kissed his tip. They resumed their slow, methodical stroking. Up and down, their four breasts caressing him ever so gently.

“I do.”

“You don’t seem surprised,” said the other.

“Well, I mean, one of you is a shapeshifter. It’s not that surprising.”

“Ah, but which one?”

“Can you tell?”

“Or is the illusion too good?”

Clarke chuckled at their little game and inspected them magically.

“I know my wives better than that. Good morning, Emma.” He nodded to the one on his left. “And good morning to you, too, Sammy.” He nodded to the other.

“Is that your final answer?”

“It is.”

The two Emmas glanced to each other, and the one on the right shrugged.

“He’s got us.” The slime girl schlooped into her standard pink form, though she kept Emma’s enlarged breasts. She set her glasses on the nightstand with an elongated arm as the two continued their slow ministrations.

“How did you spot her?” the real Emma asked.

“There were a few clues. First, Sammy had on your old glasses. Your prescription changed a few months ago, and you bought a new pair. It made sense for the real you to be wearing those.”

“Sharp as ever.” Sammy grinned. “I’ll have to try harder next time.”

“But that could have been deliberate misdirection,” Emma said. “What else?”

“Your emotional states. I could feel Sammy’s eagerness, along with a dash of impatience, whereas your mood is more laidback.”

“Impressive.” Emma smiled at him. “And to think you only became an empath yesterday. Anything else?”

“Sure.” Clarke raised a hand and waggled his fingers. Four silver rings glinted in the dim light. “I can sense your presence through these rings, and I know which ring is tied to which wife.”

“Looks like he’s got us licked,” Sammy said.

“Or do you have that backwards?”

The two women grinned fiendishly, then bent down in unison. They began licking his cock from either side, up and down his whole shaft, their tongues occasionally touching.

“Mm,” he murmured. “That’s nice.”

Emma drew her tongue up to the tip, and Sammy wrapped hers around the base, coiling it with inhuman length. The slime girl then stroked him with her tongue, almost as if it were another hand.

“By the way, Clarke,” Emma said with steamy eyes. “I know you’ve been holding out on us.”

“Oh? How so?”

“You absorbed more of our abilities last night.”

Sammy’s tongue zipped back into her mouth like a released measuring tape.

“He did?”

Emma nodded. “From both of us. I can sense the magical change within him.”

“Well, yeah.” Clarke gave them a shoulder shrug. “But it’s not like this hasn’t happened before. We all know how temperamental my Power Graft can be.”

“But it triggered again?” Sammy asked. “You’ve gained even more abilities from us?”

“Seems so.”

“And that’s on top of what you acquired through our bonds?”

“Yep.”

“Clarke, this is huge!” Sammy exclaimed. “I thought the bonds would replace Power Graft. I didn’t think you could use both to power up!”

“Me neither, but that seems to be what happened last night.”

“Okay, but why wait to tell us?”

“It would have ruined the mood. You two wanted last night to be special, and I figured this could wait until morning.”

“And now here we are.” Emma bent down and swirled her tongue over the tip. “The sun has risen, and we should explore your newest powers.”

“Yes!” Sammy agreed. “This is important! ‘For science!’”

“Exactly!”

“Uh, ladies.” Clarke cleared his throat. “How about you finish what you started first?”

“Oh, fear not,” Emma replied with a salacious grin. “We have no intention of leaving you … unfulfilled.”

The succubus took him into her mouth while Sammy licked his shaft from the side. They worked his cock like that for several minutes and then changed positions, Sammy deepthroating him while Emma provided the sensual support. His two wives took turns until hot excitement churned in his balls, and he spewed his load all over their faces.
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“My back itches.” Clarke scratched one of his shoulder blades vigorously. Sammy and Emma had dressed and joined him in the basketball court.

“Your back?” Emma stepped around and ran her hand across his shirt.

“It started last night and it’s been getting worse.” Clarke shrugged. “It’s more annoying than anything. I don’t know what to make of it, other than it feels connected to what I gained through Power Graft.”

“Can you tell if this is from me or Emma?” Sammy asked.

“Emma. I’m almost certain.”

“Interesting.” Emma placed both open hands on his back then frowned. “Would you mind taking your shirt off?”

“Sure.” Clarke pulled the T-shirt off and placed it on the basketball rack.

“Now that’s what I like to see.” Sammy grinned.

“You can see this whenever you want,” he replied.

“Doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate shirtless Clarke when it happens during the day.”

“Okay,” Emma said, “let’s have a closer look at you.”

She ran her fingertips up and down his back, inspecting every crease and muscle with exacting attention.

“Interesting,” she murmured after a while. “You’re right that some portion of my succubus magic has collected in your back muscles, though I’m not sure why.”

“It’s not dangerous, is it?” Sammy asked. “To him, I mean.”

“I don’t see how it could be,” Emma said. “Clarke’s blood magic possesses a natural affinity for absorbing powers from mages and demihumans, and nothing he could draw from me is all that powerful. At least in raw magical terms. My magic is more utilitarian than, say, Brooke’s raw combat power.”

“It still itches,” Clarke said.

“Yes, and that’s confusing me. None of my powers should have that kind of …” She paused, and then her eyes widened. “Clarke?”

“Yeah?”

She backed away. “Have you used Fly since last night?”

“No. Why? Did you miss me using it during sex?”

“No.” She frowned mildly then shook herself. “Well, maybe a little, but that’s not what I’m getting at. It’s just a hunch, but why don’t you cast it now and see if you notice a difference.”

“All right.”

He cast Fly, grasping the power with practiced ease when something new connected within him. The Fly spell joined with the essence of Emma’s magic webbed throughout his body, and the whole became stronger than its separate parts. The muscles along his back tensed, contorted, and roiled. Not painfully, but weirdly, as if something were wriggling under the surface, trying desperately to break free.

The skin over his shoulder blades stretched, and the digits of huge hands pushed outward through his flesh.

“Uh, that doesn’t feel right,” he managed before the skin broke, again without pain, and twin black wings burst forth, spreading grandly behind him. “What?!”

The sudden shift in his center of gravity caught him off guard, and he took a few stumbling steps back into Emma’s arms. She helped right him, and he inspected one of the batlike wings.

“Holy shit, Clarke!” Sammy exclaimed. “You’ve got succubus wings!”

His Empathy detected a sudden jolt of arousal from Emma.

“Incubus wings,” she corrected and ran her finger across the top. “Note the pronounced musculature and sturdier bones.”

“Okay, fair, but damn! He’s got wings now!”

“That tickles, Emma,” Clarke said, and his wings shivered.

“Sorry.” Her breathing became heavy and her cheeks flushed. “Why not give them a try? Let’s see what you can do.”

“Sure.” He gave the wings a slow, experimental flap, and the appendages moved with surprising grace. He infused them with Fly. Their webbing conducted the spell’s magic, and his feet left the ground.

“Okay,” Sammy said. “But you could Fly before. What’s the difference?”

“Let’s find out.”

Clarke focused on the Fly spell and spread his wings. He shot across the court, landed on the far wall, then pushed off and zipped back the other way. He flew swift circles around the two ladies, so fast they struggled to keep up with his blurred shape, and then he came to a precise, sudden stop and settled to the ground between them.

“Yep, that’s different.” He let the spell fade, and the wings retreated into his back. “It’s like Fly on steroids.”

“Nice!” Sammy gave the air a triumphant thump.

“Can you bring your wings out again?” Emma asked, cheeks a fierce shade of red. “There’s something I want to check.”

“Sure. Just a moment …” He concentrated, and his wings reemerged. The process felt surprisingly natural. “There you go.” He extended one broad wing toward the succubus.

“Thank you.” She ran her hands over the top and urged it down until the wing was level with her face.

And then she licked the upper muscle.

“Uh, Emma?”

The succubus switched to a playful nibble.

“Emma?”

“Mm?”

“Why are you chewing my new wings?”

“Sorry.” The succubus backed away and wiped the drool from her lips. “I couldn’t help myself.”

“You felt compelled to lick my wings?”

“I know that seems strange, but you have wings now.” Her fingers caressed his leathery flesh. “You were sexy before, but these wings are so broad and dark and muscular. They hit something primal in me and I need to do you!”

“Again?”

“Yes!”

“Right now?”

“Yes!” She was practically panting with excitement.

“Hold up, girl.” Sammy grabbed Emma by the shirt and tugged her back. “We still don’t know what he gained from me. Fair’s fair, all right?”

“I suppose.” Emma’s shoulders sank.

“How about it, Clarke?” Sammy asked. “Any thoughts?”

“A few. Our bond is the oldest and the one I’m most comfortable with, which means I already have a sense for how to use what I’ve gained.” He snapped out his wrist and cast Summon Thirstblade. A brilliant red sword flashed into existence, lightning crackling along its edge.

He concentrated, and a deep pink hue bled up through the translucent blade. The color darkened, collecting along edges that seemed to drip with lethal potential.

“Your thirstblade is … gooey,” Sammy pointed out.

“I’ve enhanced the blade with your slime toxins, weaving our two magics together.”

“A toxic thirstblade?” Sammy asked.

Clarke nodded.

“Nice! That it?”

“I may have gained more precise control over my Minor Shapeshifting, but I can test that out later.”

“Or we can test it now.” Emma tugged on his boxers, and he dismissed the blade. “What do you say, Clarke? Why don’t we crawl back into bed?”

“You are really worked up this morning.”

“It’s the wings! Can I touch them some more? Please?”

“You’re not going to take no for an answer, are you?”

“Clarke, this is the single most turned on you’ve ever made me, and I do not say that lightly!”

“Ah. Well.” He nodded solemnly, then glanced over at Sammy, who shrugged.

“Might as well give her what she wants. Besides, I’m hungry. Last night was a workout and a half. I’m going to grab some breakfast. You two have fun.”

Sammy gave them a wave and made for the door.

Emma looked up into his eyes.

“Am I being too needy?”

“Maybe a little.” He smiled at her. “But you are a succubus, and I know exactly how to satisfy your needs.”

Clarke scooped her off her feet, and she let out a happy squeal. She put her arms around him and rested her head against his chest.

He spread his wings and flew her back to the bedroom.


Five


Clarke and the ladies of Broken Fang spent the day resting, testing, and preparing to venture beyond the White Door. Their magical bonds—and the powers granted through them—were new, and each member spent time familiarizing themselves with their new potential. Yes, they could now share a wealth of abilities, but those powers were worthless if they couldn’t apply them in the chaos of battle.

Clarke spent most of his time in the basketball court after he left Emma a limp, sated heap on the bed, cum leaking from between her legs. He experimented with his enhanced succubus—or rather, incubus—abilities and flitted about the air with the grace of a hummingbird and the power of an eagle. He thought he’d mastered Flight before, but he’d been wrong. His wings channeled the magic outward, binding him to the air itself. He could dart, dive, and dash around with swiftness and precision he’d never thought possible.

Brooke joined him an hour before lunch (she found his wings attractive, too), and they sparred for a while. The exercises gave them insight into both her Drain claws and Clarke’s slime abilities. He couldn’t shape his body on the fly the way Sammy could, but he realized he now possessed a certain … elasticity. His body could absorb blows far more easily, bending without breaking, and Brooke found it difficult to land any meaningful hits.

The same couldn’t be said for the reverse. Even a shallow cut from his toxic thirstblade sickened the wolf girl. His toxins weren’t nearly as strong or debilitating as Sammy’s, but enough slashes still caused Brooke to upchuck her breakfast.

They took a breather after that. Sammy drew the toxins out of Brooke’s body, Healed them both, and they joined the others for a late lunch.

Emma requested a chance to spar with him, and they headed back to the court after lunch. Together, they practiced her Sanguine Shield and discovered, unsurprisingly, that her version wasn’t as strong as the original. The succubus struggled to maintain her defenses after one or two solid hits, but her natural affinity for magic helped compensate. Yes, her defenses could be broken far more easily, but she could recast the spell by drawing upon her body’s rich reserves of mana.

Afterward, Clarke drove the ladies out to Bloat’s Bullets where they practiced with their firearms, both new and old. The Model 500 Ixia had given him kicked like a mule, but it left satisfying holes in the targets, and his enhanced muscles allowed him to control the revolver easily enough, even one-handed.

Emma grinned like a fool with each blast and pump of her new shotgun, and both Brooke and Sammy practiced diligently with their revolvers. Ixia and her sisters joined the crew later, and together they burned through box after box of ammunition. Only Ashley declined to participate, remaining at the mansion to continue her studies of the grimoires and the Scepter of Bone.

The team headed back home as the sun set. Sammy ordered Japanese takeout, and Clarke grabbed a selection of sashimi and nigiri. He ate in relative silence, his mind wandering to the White Door … and the strange realm they would soon face beyond it.
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Sunday morning came at last, and Clarke drove Brooke, Sammy, Emma, and Ashley out to Old Chester Cemetery. They left the X7 in a nearby parking garage and followed empty back alleys to the wrought-iron fence bordering the cemetery. The air was brisk with a sharp chill, and their hooded coats looked perfectly normal as Chester Creek roused itself for a dreary, overcast morning.

Emma, Ashley, and Brooke kept their faces hidden while Sammy and Clarke had reshaped their features ahead of time. Emma carried her shotgun in a “guitar case” Ixia had provided, its foam interior possessing ample space for both the weapon and a bandolier. Clarke and Brooke both carried their revolvers in shoulder harnesses, while Sammy’s pistol floated within her chest. Ashley came with them, unarmed, the Scepter of Bone stored in her satchel.

“Hardly anyone out this morning,” the angel commented, glancing through the iron fence. High stone walls and ancient trees cut the cemetery into sections: some chaotic jumbles, others laid out in orderly rows.

“Suits me just fine.” Clarke followed the walkway to the cemetery’s entrance. “You still okay with this? It could be dangerous in there.”

“I know it’s risky.” She gave him a faint smile. “But it’s important I come along. I know this. I feel this, and that’s even more true after we found the feather. Besides, I’m far from helpless. I can Fly away from most threats, and if I can’t …” She reached out and took his hand. “I know you’ll protect me.”

They cut through the cemetery and arrived at the blasted remains of a large tomb cordoned off by police tape. An angelic statue had once been draped over the grave’s weatherworn stone, but both had been blasted apart by Alant’s brides. The incident had appeared in the local news as “vandalism,” and no one had questioned the lie thanks to the vampiric mind control sedating most humans.

Clarke lifted the loose tape, and the ladies ducked underneath. Rubble clogged the secret path into the depths beneath the cemetery, but a gap in the stone provided a view of the long, dark stairwell.

“Sammy?” Clarke turned to her. “I thought you hid the entrance on your way out.”

“I did.” She approached the rubble and inspected the position of each stone. “I made enough space for Ashley to squeeze through and then closed it up again. I did that on the way down and then back again. This isn’t how I left it.”

“Someone else found the way in,” Clarke declared coldly.

“Do we abort?” Emma asked.

Clarke considered their options. He had no idea who—if anyone—was down there. The last time he’d led a team into that dark unknown, they’d been ambushed and a golem had ripped part of Brooke’s arm off. By all rights, he should have taken the cautious approach.

And yet …

He swept his gaze across his wives. His lovers, friends, and comrades in arms. He knew what they were capable of, knew the trials they’d faced and conquered, knew they would have his back, always.

And so he said:

“We’re going in.”

They didn’t argue, didn’t hesitate, simply sprang into action.

Brooke shifted a huge stone block aside to make more room, and Ashley cast Shine down the long flight of steps. The walls brightened, and the team filed down into its depths, Clarke in front.

He followed the stairs deep underground to a landing, then crossed a rough line of gaping holes blown in stone walls by the brides, bypassing the labyrinth built around the White Door. Instead of facing the labyrinth, Alant’s brides had demolished the few traps along a straight path to the door.

Broken Fang followed that path now and came to a circular space with an unsupported door in the center. The door was cracked open, pivoting on silver hinges to reveal a long, dark tunnel of black marble chased with veins of white stone.

The tunnel wasn’t visible behind the door, only through it. Clarke could walk around the door freely, or venture through that tunnel and into a space that existed … not here. Beyond that barebones statement, none of them knew where the White Door actually led.

“This is as far as Sammy and I came.” Ashley indicated an open glass jar on the floor near the wall. “And here is where I found the feather. The brides must have set it aside for later use.”

Clarke nodded and eased the door open. It glided silently, and he stared down the tunnel.

“Everyone, be ready for anything. We’re going in.”

The team rustled with activity. Emma opened her guitar case and retrieved her shotgun, slinging the strap over a shoulder. She donned the bandolier, rose, and cast Sanguine Shield. Red lightning snapped across her spread wings and sizzled down her tail before vanishing.

Sammy stripped down to her black bra and panties. Her face and body morphed from her disguise to the petite slime girl contours he knew and loved. Her skin turned pink, and her eyes blazed with a brief bluish light.

Brooke tossed her coat aside and grew, stretching taller, shoulders broadening, feet transforming. Fur sprouted from her face and hands, and her snout lengthened. She clacked her teeth together and flexed fingers tipped with claws like small, brutal scythes.

Clarke cast Sanguine Shield and conjured his thirstblade.

“A bit more light, Ashley?”

“Of course.”

The angel spread her wings and cast Shine down the tunnel. Her broken halo blazed above her head.

Clarke checked his team. Each woman nodded her readiness, and he led the way through the White Door. The narrow tunnel widened into a larger, rubble-strewn space with a high, craggy ceiling. Light spilled through an opening to his left. The air was dry and dead, stirred only by their movements. Even the temperature felt off, neither too warm nor too cold, yet still unwelcoming.

Clarke crossed the black marble floor to the gap in the wall and stepped out onto a gargantuan stone bridge. It was wide enough to support eight lanes of traffic, and the structure extended as far as the eye could see in both directions, ending in a dark pinprick one way and a bright point in the other.

Columns rose on either side of the bridge at regular intervals, some topped with radiant globes, others cracked and dim or broken. The ceiling—or sky?—was a featureless black. Clarke couldn’t tell if they were underground or suspended within a black, endless nothing.

Emma whistled, turning in a slow circle to take it all in for the first time. Clarke, Brooke, and Sammy had been here once before, though the strangeness of this place still took his breath away.

He faced Ashley, expecting to see the angel gawking, but she seemed unfazed, only appraising their surroundings with cool curiosity.

“You weren’t kidding when you described this place,” Emma said. “Where are we?”

“Ashley?” Clarke said. “Any thoughts?”

“A few, though none of them coherent. This place feels … familiar, for lack of a better term, though alien at the same time. It’s difficult to describe, but I can say this much: I’ve been here before.”

“Then we’re on the right path?” Clarke asked. “The path to the Portal of Gold?”

“I believe so.”

“But which way do we go?” Emma asked. “I can’t see either end of this bridge.”

“There may not be an end,” Ashley said, and the others faced her. “This bridge may, in fact, be infinite in length.”

Emma shook her head. “How’s that even possible?”

“We must be on another plane of existence,” Ashley explained. “Different planes have different fundamental laws governing them, which can include the nature of space itself. We can’t be underground, for example. Otherwise, we’d see the curvature of the Earth evident in a structure this large. Instead, the bridge is perfectly straight in both directions.”

The party was silent for long seconds as everyone soaked in the revelation.

“But wait a second,” Clarke said. “If we crossed planes, shouldn’t we have been hit by a vampiric hex? Like when you first arrived here, Ashley. Haven’t the vampires placed defenses around Earth to prevent this sort of travel?”

“A Transplanar Hex.” Emma nodded slowly. “You’re right. If we’re on another plane”—she twirled a finger to indicate their surroundings—“and I see no reason to doubt that, then why weren’t we all affected?”

“That part is indeed curious,” Ashley replied. “It may have something to do with the White Door and how it connects the two planes. Its magic may have protected us somehow, though that’s only a guess.”

“More importantly,” Sammy said, “which way do we go?”

“I’m not sure.” Ashley studied their surroundings. “Perhaps if I …”

She frowned suddenly and glanced at her satchel, then opened it and retrieved the Scepter of Bone.

The artifact’s runes glowed with faint, ghostly light.

“Has it ever done that before?” Clarke asked.

“No.” Ashley held the scepter out at arm’s length. “Never. Something about this bridge is …”

The angel stared intently at the scepter. Wisps of energy danced from one rune to the other, flowing like luminous strands of cotton. She tilted it forward, and it brightened. She then aimed it to one side, and it dimmed. She turned it the other way, and it glowed brighter until all the runes lit up.

Ashley held the scepter at this precise angle, and the runes stayed lit. She tilted it to one side, and the light wavered until she restored it to the correct direction. Her arms and the scepter formed an arrow pointing toward the distant light at one end of the bridge.

“Is it … showing us the way?” Brooke asked.

“So it would seem.” The angel smiled thinly. “Shall we see where this leads?”
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“I smell death,” Brooke growled, and they all stopped.

The Scepter of Bone had led them half a mile down the bridge in the general direction of the distant light that never seemed to grow closer. Brooke sniffed the air, snout bobbing, and Clarke came alongside her.

“Can you be more specific?” he asked in a low voice.

“Someone died nearby.” She sampled the air once more. “More than one. Shifters of some kind.” She drew in a deep breath, and her lips curled into a toothy snarl. “Werewolves.”

“Werewolves?” Clarke checked their surroundings. The massive bridge was empty and desolate, even to his sharper vision. “Can you find them?”

“Should be able to.”

“Then lead the way.”

They followed Brooke toward a fallen pillar, its globe shattered, stone segments split to form a rough ridge. She threaded a path through two sections of the pillar and then froze. A deep rumble emanated from her throat.

Clarke slid past her but stopped suddenly, sucking in a quick breath.

“My God …” he breathed.

The corpses of maybe half a dozen werewolves lay strewn about, surrounded by violent slashes of dried blood along with heavy gouges in the stone. He couldn’t tell how many werewolves there used to be because of all the torn limbs, split torsos, and missing heads.

The ladies filed in through the gap, and each took stock of the carnage.

“Do you know them?” Clarke asked softly.

Brooke shook her head. “I don’t recognize their scents. But still …”

“Yeah. I get it.” Clarke rested a hand on her shoulder. “They’re part of the wider pack.”

Brooke gave him a slow, sad nod.

“Could one of them be the Sandoval kid?” he asked softly.

“I … don’t know.”

“What the hell did this?” Sammy asked, making a slow circuit of the corpses.

“Hard to say.” Emma knelt beside one of the bodies and set her shotgun across a knee, her eyes hard but focused. “Taking out this many werewolves, even hexed ones, is no small feat. Note here: the ribs in this torso appear to have been crushed against the ground. An airborne creature?”

“Or something that leaps about,” Sammy suggested.

“Could be. But if so, where are the footprints? All I see are bloody werewolf tracks going in circles. Whatever attacked them, they stood their ground instead of fleeing.” The succubus held her hand over the corpse. “No traces of lingering magic, but that’s not surprising. These corpses are days old.”

“Check them for IDs,” Clarke said, and Emma grimaced at him. “I’m sorry, but we need to know.”

“I’ll handle it.” Sammy stood on the edge of the massacre and arched a slender limb inside. She sifted through each werewolf’s pockets, sometimes on legs ripped clear of their torsos, and came back with a collection of wallets. She sorted through their contents and handed the driver’s licenses to Clarke.

“No phones?” he asked.

“Nope. Just wallets and lint.”

“They may have left their phones at home,” Emma said. “It makes sense if they couldn’t remove the social media hexes like we can. This way there’s no chance the Big Tech vampires could snoop on them.”

“Makes sense.” He shuffled through the IDs. “Kozak. Kozak. Kozak.”

He glanced to Brooke, but she shook her head.

“I don’t recognize the name. Must be an out-of-town pack.”

“What are they doing down here of all places?” Sammy asked.

“And how’d they learn about the White Door?” Clarke checked the remaining IDs. “Kozak, Kozak.” He paused and frowned. “Sandoval, Richard.”

“Fuck,” Brooke breathed.

“We’ll worry about that later.” Clarke collected the wallets from Sammy and stuffed them and the IDs into his backpack. He shouldered the pack and rose. “We press on, but everyone keep your heads on a swivel. Something’s out there, and it doesn’t like visitors.”

“I’ll take the lead,” Brooke snarled and stepped forward. “Ash, point the way.”

The angel stared off into the black emptiness beyond the bridge.

“Ashley?” Clarke prompted, but she didn’t react. He snapped his fingers in front of her face, and she shook herself.

“Sorry. I was deep in thought.” Ashley waved a hand toward the corpses. “I may know what did this, if my memories can be believed.”

“Your memories?” Sammy crossed her arms. “Girl, please.”

“I know how tenuous that may seem,” the angel admitted, “but something about this place plucks at my thoughts, drawing a few memories toward greater clarity. I believe what we seek is guarded by a seraphic adjutant.”

“A seraphic …” Emma’s brow creased. “Adjutant? I’m not familiar with the creature.”

“You’d never find one on Earth,” Ashley replied. “Not natively, at least. It’s similar to a terrestrial hawk but very large and very powerful.”

“How dangerous is it?” Clarke asked. “Should we press on or turn back?”

“I recommend we continue. This adjutant won’t attack us.”

“You sure about that?”

“Yes.”

“You sure?” He bobbed his head toward the werewolf bodies.

“As sure as I can be. If I’m right, I’ve met this adjutant before. It should recognize me.”

“All right. We’ll press on, then. But stay alert all the same, everyone. This giant hawk has killed already.”

“Don’t need to tell me twice,” Brooke growled. “Ash? Direction?”

“One moment.” Ashley held out the scepter and its runes glowed bright. “This way.”


Six


They followed the scepter for another half mile to an unremarkable section of the bridge’s outer wall. Ashley stepped up to the high marble barrier and probed the surface until she found a section covered with a Concealment spell. Fake marble hid a secret path, and the illusion wavered as they passed through it.

Brooke led the way through a narrow stone passage, then down a long flight of stairs. The stairs seemed endless, and Clarke stopped counting after the first hundred. Ashley sent an orb of Illuminate down the stairs to confirm that, yes, there was a bottom, and the party eventually reached a small landing.

A wide arcing path led out onto another, smaller bridge, and they followed it forward as the scepter continued to point the way. This bridge was wide enough for perhaps two or three lanes of traffic, and it had a clear, visible end: a circular platform suspended in the middle of nothing. Globes atop regularly-spaced columns lit the way.

Clarke gazed across the black sky.

“I can’t see the main bridge. It should be above us, right?”

“Not necessarily,” Ashley replied. “Euclidean geometry may not apply here, so even though we took those stairs ‘down,’ we may not have ended up underneath the bridge.”

“Then is it below us?” Brooke peeked over the edge. “Nope. Don’t see it there either.”

“We may not be near it at all,” Ashley went on, “but instead within a separate space entirely.”

“So, you’re saying this dimension has pocket dimensions?” Sammy chuckled. “Is it like a turducken?”

The angel frowned. “I suppose that’s … a comparison.”

“But is it a good one?”

“Not really.”

“Movement!” Brooke pointed toward a distant shape flying across the endless black. It spread great, dark wings—six of them—and dove swiftly until it vanished from sight.

Brooke hurried back to the edge and looked over it.

“Lost it!” She snorted and pushed off the railing. “It just disappeared into the black ‘whatever’ beneath us.”

“Ashley, was that the adjutant?” Clarke asked.

“Yes, but something’s wrong.” Her halo dimmed. “Its feathers should resemble my own: white and faintly luminous.”

“That creature’s feathers were almost as black as this place,” he pointed out.

“I know, and that worries me.”

“Let’s keep moving,” Sammy urged. “The sooner we get out of this creepy place the better.”

“Agreed,” Clarke said. “Ashley?”

“The scepter is leading us to that platform up ahead.”

Clarke motioned the team forward, and Brooke led the way at a brisk walk.

They reached the edge of a circular platform composed of the same dark marble. Its diameter rivaled that of a football field, and the edges lacked any sort of railing. Gray and white veins traced outward from a raised dais in the center. A faint glow radiated from the dais as they approached, and the scepter seemed to resonate with the growing proximity.

Ashley approached the dais with Clarke and the others forming her escort. Unlike the surrounding marble, the center was a pristine white disk about two yards across and covered in the same runes as the scepter. A narrow depression at its center seemed perfectly sized for a human femur.

“This has got to be it,” Sammy said.

“The White Seal,” Ashley murmured. “One of the locks safeguarding Aureum Arcem.”

“Arry-what?” Clarke asked. “Ashley?”

“Pardon?” The angel lowered the scepter.

“You said a strange name just now. It started with ‘arry.’”

“I did?” Ashley frowned. “I don’t remember saying anything.”

“Well, you did.”

“Great,” Sammy groused. “Of all the times for Confused Ashley to show up. You going to shove the scepter into that slot, or should I?”

“Umm …”

“It does seem to be the obvious next step,” Emma said.

“Well …” Ashley studied the glowing bone in her hands, then nodded with renewed resolve and stepped forward.

She’d almost reached the dais when the seraphic adjutant shot up over the edge of the platform. The creature was a mass of dark feathers at least two stories tall, its six massive wings spread. The beast landed on the edge of the platform, black talons digging into stone.

“Shit!” Sammy cried, pulling the revolver out of her chest.

The adjutant stared at Ashley with black eyes flecked with gold. Its beak and talons were a glossy black shot with a tracery of golden veins, and hints of white glinted within its tapestry of dark feathers.

The creature folded its many wings and studied them, its eyes and head jerking from face to face.

Its gaze fell upon Ashley once more.

“Don’t you recognize me?” the angel asked, almost pleading with the creature.

“Careful!” Emma warned. “This thing reeks of evil!”

“Vampiric spells?” Clarke asked urgently.

“No, it’s something else! Something worse!”

The adjutant spread its wings and cawed. The harsh noise shuddered in Clarke’s chest. The adjutant stalked forward, crossing the platform with murder in its eyes.

“It’s me,” Ashley implored. “It’s San⁠—”

“Ashley, get back!” Clarke shouted, rushing forward.

The adjutant swiped at her with huge, gleaming talons, and Clarke yanked the angel back by the root of one wing. The black tip of a talon caught the V of her shirt and tore the front open. She stumbled onto her back, and Clarke placed himself between the two, thirstblade crackling with red energy.

“You want a fight?” he seethed at the beast. “You’ve got one!”

The monstrous hawk cawed again. Clarke’s shield shimmered from the shrill cry, and a wave of force shoved him a step back. Brooke covered her ears, and Emma winced, her own shield flaring with reddish light.

He cast Blood Freeze, spending a portion of his life to fuel the magic. The spell seeped into the creature’s bloodstream and a rippling, feathery tremor ran through it. The adjutant shook its head and glared at him.

All he’d done was annoy it. This beast was too large and too powerful for his spells to have much effect unless he Boosted them.

“Fuck this shit!” Sammy’s revolver cracked the air, and the shot thunked into the adjutant’s broad torso. She fired again and again, emptying the cylinder into the beast.

The adjutant locked its intense, gold-flecked eyes on her. It was almost as if the beast were saying “I’ve marked you for death, little pest.” Waves of hatred and malice radiated from the creature, touching Clarke’s Empathy as it angled its board wings. It flapped them once, twice, and blasts of air lifted it skyward.

“Oh, no you don’t!”

Clarke charged and swung at the adjutant, but it was already too high for him to reach. Emma fired her shotgun, and enchanted buckshot struck one of the adjutant’s wings. Brooke cracked off a trio of shots from her revolver; two missed, and the third zinged off the monster’s beak.

The creature soared above them in a rising spiral.

“The enchantments aren’t having much effect!” The succubus pumped her shotgun, ejecting an empty shell. “The creature’s resisting them!”

“Resisting our bullets, too!” Sammy added, reloading her revolver. “We’re only stinging it like this!”

“Watch out, Sammy!” Clarke shouted, drawing his pistol. “Here it comes!”

The adjutant dove at the slime girl. Pistols and shotgun cracked, and the beast slammed feetfirst into the platform. Stone shards flew from the impact, and the adjutant raked its talons at Sammy. She dove and hit the ground, transforming into a pink puddle that scurried away, reforming beside Brooke.

“No touchy!” she snapped.

Clarke drew a bead on the monster’s head, and pulled the trigger.

The weapon’s discharge split the air like thunder, and the .50 caliber round blasted out of the barrel at nearly two thousand feet per second. It struck beneath one of the creature’s eyes, and the impact triggered Dahlia’s Explosion spell. The eruption cracked its beak and burst one eye like an overripe fruit filled with golden juice.

The monster screeched and backpedaled.

And then it lunged at Sammy.

The slime girl dove clear again, but Brooke stood her ground, snarling in the face of the enemy. She slashed at the adjutant, and her claws tore open a ribbon of flesh. Golden blood splattered the ground, and the adjutant stabbed at her with its beak. The attack sank into her shoulder, drove her to her knees, but she didn’t relent, didn’t fall back, only swiped again, forcing it to pull away to protect its good eye.

Clarke and the others held their fire; they couldn’t risk any shots with Brooke that close, and so he holstered his revolver and sprinted into the melee.

The adjutant swiped at Brooke. Talons sank into her fur. It grabbed hold, lifted her off her feet, and then slammed her into the stone. Brooke cried out, blood weeping from where the talons pierced her flesh.

Clarke sensed her wounds through their bond, perceived the trauma wracking her body, and he gifted a portion of his own life to her.

Brooke’s eyes alighted with a sudden surge of vigor, and she roared back at the monster. She grabbed one huge talon with both hands and wrenched it the wrong way with bone-cracking force. The adjutant cawed, this time the shrillness edged in pain and panic, and Brooke chomped into a second digit with her viselike jaw.

The monster beat its six great wings, and a gust of wind pushed Clarke back. The creature lifted into the air, Brooke still clutched in one claw. The werewolf slashed and tore at the monster’s leg, blood and flesh spraying everywhere, even as it ascended.

A fall from that height would be fatal. Even for a werewolf.

And that was assuming the monster didn’t just toss her into the void.

“Emma!” Clarke faced the succubus. “Follow me!”

“You’ve got it!” She pumped another shell into the shotgun’s chamber and spread her wings.

Clarke cast Fly, and his incubus wings erupted from his back with enough force to rip his shirt open. He took a running leap off the platform and shot upward with Emma close behind.

The adjutant thrashed about, trying to shake Brooke loose, but she hung on by teeth and claws, now even more desperately than before. Clarke climbed toward the beast, thirstblade gleaming in his hands, and the adjutant faced him with its lone, baleful eye.

It swiped a massive claw at him, but Clarke darted beneath the attack, then rose behind the creature. His thirstblade cut through the monster’s back, and he pulled the luminous blade free in a spray of bloody feathers.

Emma dove in after him, her course arcing higher than his. She angled around the beast and unloaded her shotgun at point-black range. Buckshot peppered the monster’s neck, and it cried out as blood drenched its dark feathers. She pumped the action, fired again, then darted away before its claws could find her.

“Oh, shit!” Brooke cried. “A little, ah! HELP!”

With a final, violent shake, the adjutant flung the werewolf aside. She plummeted toward the abyss, screaming.

Clarke tucked his wings in and dove past the adjutant. He caught hold of the werewolf.

“Don’t worry! I’ve got you!”

“Shit!” She gave his face a quick, affectionate lick. “Fuck, that was scary!”

“This isn’t over yet. Hang on!”

Clarke swooped toward the platform like an aircraft angling for a strafing run. He let go of Brooke as he shot across the platform, and she landed on all fours next to Sammy. He flapped his wings and rose rapidly, speeding back toward the adjutant.

Emma juked back and forth, dodging the monster’s attacks as she pumped shell after shell into it. Talons slashed across her, and her shield shimmered as she darted away.

Clarke shot in, a vertical comet with red lightning snapping across his body. He spent a portion of himself, converting life into mana to fuel his magical engine, then cast Boost and Sacrifice, binding the spells to his thirstblade. The combined magics transformed the weapon into a bar of white light.

He flashed upward behind the adjutant, and his Boosted thirstblade cleaved through a wing, moments before ruinous magic blew it clean off. The dark wing fell away, and the creature convulsed in agony. It cried out as he swung around, thirstblade losing its luster, fading from white to red.

He cut the tip off another wing, darted underneath, and severed one claw below the thigh. He circled around the monster, slashing back and forth, cutting the creature over and over again, even as it flailed about dangerously. His thirstblade autocast Drain, and the blade drank deeply of his foe’s lifeforce, refilling all he’d spent.

He spent it again, recasting Boosted Sacrifice.

The combination overcharged his thirstblade once more, and he dove back in. His head swam from the sharp repeated rebounds—spending, replenishing, and spending again—but he focused through the haze and plunged his blade deep into the adjutant’s chest. White-hot energy radiated outward from the blade like glowing veins, and the chest bulged as internal organs exploded.

The creature plummeted, head back, tongue lolling in an open beak, the remnants of its wings limp and bleeding. Clarke rode the beast all the way down, and together they crashed upon the stone platform with a great crack of bone. His shield flashed, absorbing the worst of the impact.

Clarke withdrew his blade and rose to stand atop the vanquished monster.

Emma landed lightly nearby. “That’ll teach it to mess with us.”

“You said it.” Brooke rubbed the side of her chest. Her wounds were already closing.

“I’m tempted to take your picture, Clarke.” Sammy held out her hands to form a fingered frame. “You look so badass right now.”

“Everyone okay?” Clarke dropped off the monster’s chest.

“Good enough.” Brooke spat out a gob of blood.

“No problems here,” Sammy replied.

“No injuries to report,” Emma added. “Your Sanguine Shield lives up to its reputation.”

“Glad to hear it.” Clarke smiled at the succubus, but the relief vanished when he caught Ashley’s sad expression.

The angel knelt beside the fallen creature. It opened one eye, then wheezed through its broken beak.

“It’s still alive?!” Brooke spread her claws and marched forward. “I can fix that!”

“Hold up.” Clarke held out an arm, and Brooke stopped. She gave him a confused look. “It’s no threat anymore.”

“Yeah, but …”

“Give Ashley some space. This seems important to her.”

Brooke grunted and lowered her arms. “All right, but if it does anything funny, I’m ripping its throat out.”

They all waited as Ashley rested a hand atop the adjutant’s head.

It crooned softly to her, and a wave of emotions touched Clarke’s mind.

Was this … regret? Was the creature ashamed of its actions?

“I’m sorry.” Ashley stroked the adjutant’s blood-soaked feathers. “This burden wasn’t yours to bear.”

“What burden?” Clarke asked quietly, but Ashley shook her head.

“I don’t know.” She rose and stepped away. “Give it peace, Clarke. Do it cleanly. This wasn’t its fault.”

He nodded and stepped forward. The adjutant’s eye seemed to glisten. Tears, perhaps? It was hard to tell. It closed the eye and tilted its head ever so slightly, as if to expose its neck for the end it desired.

Clarke beheaded it with a single stroke.

Cleanly.

Precisely.

Without malice.

What little life remained oozed out as the body settled.

“It’s done.” Clarke dismissed the thirstblade.

“Thank you.” Ashley stared at the monster for long seconds, then finally ripped her eyes away and walked over to the dais.

The rest of Broken Fang followed her.

“Is this what we’re after?” Clarke asked.

“I believe so.” Ashley set the Scepter of Bone into the dais’ central recess. Runes flashed bright across both artifacts, and a door appeared out of nowhere before them. It seemed to grow out of nothing, small at first—or perhaps distant—until it grew to fill the space a few steps beyond the dais.

It was a plain, familiar white door with silver hinges.

“That looks the same as the one we came here through,” Clarke said.

“That’s because it is.”

Ashley retrieved the scepter and placed it in her satchel. The runes on the dais stayed lit. She opened the door and swung it aside. The door led to the circular chamber beneath Old Chester Cemetery.

“Our way out?” Clarke asked, and Ashley nodded.

“Well, that’s convenient.” Sammy peeked through the opening. “No need to backtrack through the whole dungeon. I like it when designers are considerate like that.”

“This isn’t a video game, you know,” Brooke said.

“Sure, yeah, but it helps when I conceptualize it that way.”

Ashley passed through the door, and Clarke followed her out. His coat, Sammy’s clothes, and Emma’s guitar case were on the ground nearby. He gestured for the others to follow.

The door swung shut behind them, even though no one had pushed it closed. It locked with a loud click⁠—

—and then vanished.

Sammy frowned at the empty space. “Hope nobody left anything important back there.”

“What about the bodies?” Brooke asked. “Richie and those other werewolves?”

“No way to get to them now,” Clarke surmised.

They turned to Ashley, who shook her head.

“The first lock has been turned,” the angel said. “And now the doorway has fulfilled its purpose. This is it. This is the first step. And now …”

She turned to Clarke.

“Now we find and turn the other locks,” he said with a resolute nod,” until the path to the Portal of Gold is open.”


Seven


“Mr. Sandoval, your son is dead,” Clarke stressed, standing before the huge wolfman outside his duplex. “Don’t you care about that?”

“I would if it were true,” Mason Sandoval spat.

“If it were …” Clarke shook his head, disbelievingly. “Sir, I saw his body.”

“Oh, yeah? Where’d you find it?”

“Near Old Chester Cemetery. Along with at least five other werewolves.”

That much was close enough to the truth. Clarke had no desire to complicate the already tense exchange with talk of pocket dimensions or transplanar doorways.

“Then why haven’t I heard about this?” Mason demanded.

“Excuse me?”

“You said five other werewolves, right?”

“At least.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means the bodies were in such a state I couldn’t tell how many there were!”

“You’re making this shit up.”

“Sir, I wouldn’t dare joke about such a serious matter. Your son is dead, and frankly, I’m baffled by your indifference.”

“If there were this many dead shifters, the entire city would be in an uproar! Their packs would be out for blood, and since that’s not the case, your fable about dead werewolves doesn’t hold water!”

“Sir, when’s the last time you spoke with your son?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“It is my business because …” Clarke grimaced and reached into his pocket. He produced a leather bifold wallet. “Because this was on his body.”

“What’s that supposed to be?”

“Your son’s wallet.” He held it out in an open palm.

“What?” Mason spat. “You’re a thief now on top of a liar.”

“Just take the damn thing, would you?”

Mason grunted something unintelligible, then snatched the wallet and unfolded it. He glanced over the cards and driver’s license. His expression remained cold and stoic, tinged with annoyance, but there were ways to see through his mask.

Clarke reached out with his Empathy and interrogated the wolfman’s emotions. He wasn’t sure what he expected to find. Grief? Anger? A deep, repressed sadness?

Fear wasn’t on that list, but he found the emotion in abundance. And not just any fear, but one both deep and haunting. So strong it threatened to soak the wolfman’s sheets with the sweat of his worst nightmares.

But that wasn’t all. Alongside the fear was a wellspring of love, pure and bright. Clarke couldn’t identify the subject of this overpowering affection—his Empathy didn’t work that way—but its mere presence confounded him. How could these two emotions reside within Mason’s heart at the same time and with such strength?

It didn’t make sense, but there it was all the same.

Clarke had hoped the wallet would provoke a response from the man and perhaps uncover a clue as to his strange coldness toward the loss of his son, but this result only added to Clarke’s confusion.

“So you found his wallet.” Mason pocketed the article. “This proves nothing.”

“I wasn’t aware I had anything to prove,” Clarke retorted.

“Are you done yet? You returned his wallet, so kudos to you. Would you like a gold star or something?”

“What do you know about the Kozaks?”

Mason snorted. “Where’d this come from?”

“Please, sir. Do you know them or not?”

“Doesn’t ring a bell. Who’re they supposed to be?”

“Another werewolf pack. Members of which were found dead with your son.”

“This nonsense again.” Mason rolled his eyes.

“Did your son ever mention the Kozaks? Or mention working with another pack?”

“No.”

“What about⁠—”

“Look here.” Mason leaned forward. “I’ve tolerated your questions. I’ve put up with your lies, and now I’ve just about had it with you. I don’t know what you’re after, but you’re not getting it from me.”

“Sir—”

“We’re done. Either you get off my property, or I make you leave.” Mason crossed his arms and sneered toothily. “You must think you’re hot shit because you’re a mage and that lets you throw your weight around with us shifters. But I’ve got news for you: around these parts, you’re just regular old shit.”

Clarke grimaced at the man.

“Leave,” Mason said with finality, his yellow eyes wide and dangerous. “Now.”

Clarke let out a sharp, frustrated exhale, then nodded.

“Fine, sir. I’m leaving.”
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Clarke drove from the Sandoval duplex to the Hawthorne homestead and parked next to Brooke’s Jeep. He knocked, and Brooke met him by the door, her face long and her wolf ears low.

“You okay?”

She shrugged limply. “Mind if we walk and talk?”

“Sure.”

They stepped away from the porch, and Brooke led them to a path around the property.

“How’d it go at the Sandovals?” she asked.

“It didn’t. You?”

“Avery’s all torn up.”

“Naturally.”

“It’s not all bad, I suppose. Knowing what happened to Richie can at least bring her some closure.”

“What did you tell her?”

“That we found him and several other werewolves dead. I said they’d been killed by a dangerous monster, and that we took care of the problem, permanently. I left out the specifics.”

“Of course.”

“She doesn’t need to be burdened with all that. She asked if she could see the body, and I told her if there’s ever a funeral, it’ll be an empty casket. She eased off the questions after that.”

“Did you ask her about the Kozaks?”

“I did, and I checked with my parents as well. Nothing. The Kozak pack must prowl in different circles.”

“Makes sense. Their licenses were all from out of state.” He snorted out a joyless laugh. “Kentucky of all places.”

“What’s wrong with Kentucky?”

“Nothing. Just brings back memories.” He pulled out his wallet and showed her his license.

“You’re from Kentucky?”

“Yeah. Spent my youth in this little pimple of a town called Grassroots. It was a nice enough place to grow up, I suppose. My parents still live there.”

“We should go visit them sometime.” She put her arm around his waist. “When things aren’t crazy.”

“When are they ever not crazy?”

“I’m just saying.” She tilted her head toward him. “I’d like to meet your parents someday. All of us would.”

“I’d like that, too. But for now, it’s safest to keep them out of harm’s reach.” He wriggled the ringed fingers on his left hand. “Simpler, too. Explaining how I ended up with four wives is going to be … interesting.”

“Someday,” she insisted.

“Someday,” he promised, and meant it.

They continued their leisurely walk around the property, turning a corner by one of the converted barns.

“Thank you for giving the news to Mason,” Brooke said. “I would have come with you, but …”

“He’s a hard man to deal with.”

“That’s one way to put it.” She glanced over. “So, what’s next for us? Besides getting Ashley to the Green Door to see if her feathers will affect it.”

“We use any and all means to find out what’s going on with the Sandovals.” Clarke reached into his pocket and drew out a small, crinkled piece of paper. “I gave the wallet back to Mr. Sandoval, but I kept this.”

“The receipt from The Establishment?” Brooke asked, and Clarke nodded.

The team had sifted through all six werewolf wallets, and while most had contained only cash and cards, one of the Kozaks had saved a receipt from a recent dinner at The Establishment.

“I don’t know.” Brooke gave him a doubtful sigh. “A werewolf eating at The Establishment doesn’t exactly scream ‘clue’ to me. More like ‘situation normal, nothing to see here.’”

“It’s still worth checking out. Richie may have met the Kozaks there or perhaps one of the staff saw something unusual.”

“It’s a long shot.”

“I know. There’s also the chance Emma’s parents will turn up a lead of their own, especially now that we have more names for them to chase down.”

“Now that one isn’t quite so long a shot.”

“We should head there next, check in on them. Where’s Emma?”

“Already on her way. We can meet her at her parents’ office anytime.”

“Good. I need to talk to her anyway. The emotions I picked up from Mason didn’t make sense, and I want to pick her brain about it.” He faced her as they walked. “Seems we’re still left with several questions. What was Richie doing past the White Door? How’d he learn about it in the first place? And who sent him there?”

“You think he and the Kozaks weren’t working alone?”

“Just a hunch. A bunch of werewolves venture into the unknown and get slaughtered? That has the feel of hired, expendable muscle to me. An attempt to probe the area that went south. Plus, there’s Mason’s bizarre behavior to consider. It’s safe to say other interested parties know about these doors now, and that someone sent Richie and the Kozaks down there to have a look around.”

“But why Richie?” Brooke asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Why was he tagging along with an out-of-town pack? Why include a kid like him at all?”

“A good question. Wish I had an answer.”

“Yeah.” Brooke let out a slow sigh. “Me too.”

“You feeling any better?”

“A little.” She gave his side a tug and held him closer. “Thanks.”

“Any time.”

“We off to the Roses next?”

“Whenever you’re ready.”
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Emma’s parents ran a small business called Roses Are Red Marriage Counseling. It had taken Clarke some time to wrap his head around the concept of a succubus and an incubus working as marriage counsellors, especially with the sexual overtures Mrs. Fiona Rose had made—and continued to make—in his direction.

Her interest was one of the reasons Clarke had laid down a “No Mothers” policy to his girlfriends-at-the-time, and that policy had yet to be rescinded.

He was pretty sure Emma still yearned to invite her mother over for a succubus threesome, and he knew Ixia’s mother Hepatica would bear his child at the drop of a hat—the witch didn’t care which bun the oven baked in, be it hers or her daughters’. She just wanted the bun.

Or buns, plural, to be more precise.

At a casual glance, the Roses used their counseling business to fuel their proclivity for wild couples swinging, but that was a highly inaccurate picture framed by Clarke’s old concept of how the world worked. Their empathic abilities allowed them to understand a client’s problems far more easily than a human therapist, and their invigorating magics—both for physical and mental maladies—could help a marriage in any number of ways.

As long as the client was okay with those spells being cast during sex. In that manner, Emma’s parents utilizing sex magic to improve the lives of their clients was perfectly natural.

He still found it weird, though.

“What’s with the face?” Brooke asked, walking beside him to the front door.

“Just dwelling on thoughts of demihuman social mores.”

“My mother will never proposition you for sex,” Brooke stated confidently. “At least as long as my dad’s alive.”

“I … okay?”

“She has her alpha, and I have mine.” Brooke put her arm around him and wagged her tail.

“Good to know. I’m glad someone understands how I feel about this.”

“My sisters, however, are a separate matter.”

“I …” He lowered his head.

The front door opened and Emma stepped out.

“I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation.” Her eyes twinkled mischievously, and she pushed her glasses up her nose. “It reminds me of a saying my father is fond of. ‘A man should never have more women than there are days in the week.’ Any more than that, and harems grow so unwieldy.”

Clarke sighed and massaged his temples.

“I remember,” was all he said.

“Which means you’ve got at least two slots you need to fill.”

“‘Need’ is pushing it.”

The succubus shrugged, her eyes laughing.

“Are your parents free to see us?” Clarke asked.

“They are. I only beat you here by a few minutes.”

Emma led them past a cozy reception area with pastel blue walls and a gentle beach soundscape playing in the background. She cut through the office hallway to a breakroom with enough seating for impromptu meetings. Emma served fresh coffee while they waited for her parents to finish up.

It wasn’t long before both Fiona and Oliver Rose joined them. The succubus wore a knitted sweater that hugged her salacious curves. She adjusted her horn-rimmed glasses and tossed strands of her silken brunette hair over a shoulder.

“Clarke! What a pleasure!”

“Mrs. Rose.” Clarke gave her a subtle dip of the head and braced himself for the inevitable.

The hug arrived with predictable, suffocating strength. Her arms formed a vise behind his back, and she scrunched her breasts against his chest. He endured the affair with a forced smile. She held him in her grasp for long seconds, then took a few moments to let her hands explore his back before she finally released him.

“Are you more powerful again?” she asked, holding him at arm’s length, but then scoffed before he could respond. “What am I saying? Of course you are! There’s a maelstrom of new magic within you. You absolutely must tell me what’s changed.”

Oliver Rose cleared his throat.

“Fiona Dear, why don’t we take care of business first?”

The incubus was a broad-shouldered man. Not as tall or fit as Clarke, but still handsome in his own right. He shared Emma’s raven-black hair, and many of the features on his face were sharper echoes of the softness that granted Emma her striking sense of beauty.

“Oh, if we must.” Fiona gave Brooke a hug next. “Good to see you, Brooke. How’s your sister holding up?”

“About as well as can be expected.”

“My heart goes out to her, truly.” Fiona rested a hand on her bosom. “Life and love are challenging enough without tragedy being thrown into the mix, especially for one so young. How about you? Are you okay?”

“I am, thank you for asking. Eager to get to the bottom of this.”

“Then let’s see if we can help.” Oliver gestured to the table, and everyone took their seats.

“What have you learned?” Clarke asked.

“Not much, I’m afraid,” the incubus began, “but perhaps the pieces we have will help you uncover the greater whole. First, Richard Sandoval is the only missing werewolf, locally at least. If others have disappeared, we’ve seen no signs of it.”

Clarke nodded. If the Roses hadn’t heard of more disappearances, then it was very likely they hadn’t happened. Their positions within the demihuman community granted them access to all the best gossip, and while they always kept their counseling sessions strictly confidential, they knew exactly who to ask when the need arose.

“That matches up with the IDs we found,” Clarke said. “None of them were from Chester Creek or its suburbs.”

“We’ve started asking around about the Kozak pack,” Oliver added. “Nothing so far, but give us time. We’re more certain with the information we have on the Sandovals.”

“Which is?”

“The Hawthornes aren’t the only family to notice a shift in their demeanor. Mason’s pack has become increasingly insular, as you yourself have seen. But whatever this may look like at face value, I do not believe it’s related to any sort of conflict or falling out between the Hawthornes and the Sandovals. The reports are too widespread for that. No, the problem is the Sandovals. Or whatever has driven them to become so secretive all of a sudden.”

“Is the whole pack acting this way?” Clarke asked, and Oliver nodded.

“They’re all sticking together. On the surface, it’s perfectly normal for a werewolf pack to act this way if the alpha declares a new direction. It’s the abruptness of the change that’s making more than a few people ask questions.”

“Any thoughts on what might have caused this?” Clarke asked.

“I’m afraid not. We’ll keep poking around, but with the Sandovals zipping their lips, I doubt our usual sources will turn up anything useful.”

“What about where we found Richie and the others?”

“There isn’t any buzz in the grapevine about those mysterious magic doors,” Fiona replied. “And no one has noticed unusual activity around the cemetery. Beyond the recent ‘vandalism.’ At least not yet. That said, the damage to the cemetery was in the news, and eventually that tomb is going to be fixed. Knowledge of these secret passages will almost certainly go wide once that happens.”

“If it hasn’t already.” Clarke sat forward and frowned. “I spoke with Mason Sandoval this morning, and while the conversation itself was about as helpful as beating my head against a brick wall, I did notice something strange about his emotions. I want to discuss that with you.” He pointed around the table. “All three of you.”

“His emotions?” Fiona raised an eyebrow. “But how would you know that?”

“Clarke’s an empath now,” Emma said proudly. “He gained that ability recently.”

“Oh my.” Fiona grinned and fanned herself dramatically. “Clarke, you keep becoming more and more the prize.”

“What was strange about Mason’s emotional state?” Oliver asked.

“First, it was strong. Potent enough for a newbie empath like me to pick it out loud and clear. Second, it seemed to be in conflict with itself. On the one hand was fear. I’m not talking about any old apprehension or phobia. I mean the wake-up-screaming kind. But on the other hand was love. Pure and clean and very potent.” He sighed. “Does any of this make sense to you?”

Oliver and Fiona’s faces darkened almost immediately, and Emma frowned at them.

“Are you sure about this?” Fiona asked, sounding hesitant. “You sensed a mixture of fear and love?”

“I did.”

“And it was strong. Unnaturally so?”

“I’m less certain about that. I don’t have enough experience to say for certain.”

“But it struck you as off. Maybe even artificial?”

“The potency and the two emotions together didn’t feel right. Beyond that, I can’t really say.”

Fiona and Oliver exchanged worried looks.

“What is it?” Clarke asked. “What’s wrong?”

“The symptoms you described could be related to a mind control spell,” Emma explained. “Perhaps even Enthrall.”

“You mean the spell vampires use to brainwash their minions?”

“One of them, yes. Though this may be a case of Dominate or Charm instead.”

“My money’s on Charm,” Fiona said. “It’s the combination of fear and love. Clarke, something you did or said may have made Mason believe he’d failed whoever Charmed him. The overpowering love you described could be the fixation generated by the Charm spell, and his fear arose from his perceived failure.”

“I see,” Clarke said. “It happened right after I handed him his son’s wallet. Perhaps that set him off. How does Charm work, exactly?”

“It fills the victim with love for whoever cast it, often to a blinding degree.”

“We shifters are naturally vulnerable to Charm,” Brooke said. “I’m no expert on magic, but even I know that.”

“It’s your instinct to follow an alpha,” Fiona explained. “You’re hardwired to follow a strong leader, to show that leader great loyalty. Skillful use of Charm can twist that behavior, swing your loyalty to a new focal point. A new leader.”

“Charm …” Oliver nodded solemnly. “The theory fits the facts. It’s only a theory, mind you, but one with grave repercussions if true. Clarke, you gave Mason his son’s wallet. If Mason is Charmed, and he knew his son had ventured past the White Door, then he knows you did as well.”

Clarke sat back, a worrisome pit forming in his stomach.

Oliver nodded as they both came to the same conclusion.

“If Mason knows I was there,” Clarke said in a slow, careful tone, “then the vampire who Charmed him does as well.”


Eight


“We hadn’t considered Mason might be a thrall,” Clarke said, his face grim as he stood between their cars with Brooke and Emma. “I’d hoped sharing news of his son’s death would shake some sense into him. I didn’t even think a vampire could be behind this!”

“This is bad.” Brooke’s ears were flat. “Really, really bad. If Mason knows about you, then he’s one step away from ferreting out all of us. This could expose Broken Fang.”

“The situation may not be quite so terrible,” Emma said with cautious optimism. “First, we believe Mason’s Charmed, and if so, that doesn’t make him a thrall.”

“Ah!” Brooke’s ears perked. “Right, right.”

“What’s the difference?” Clarke asked.

“A Charm spell alters your perception,” Emma explained. “You begin to love the caster, trusting him or her without question. This altered mind state makes you extremely vulnerable to suggestion. You’ll feel an overriding urge to please the caster and will go to great lengths to receive even the smallest modicum of praise.

“All that is pretty terrible, but the important part is Charm doesn’t change who you are. That’s the key difference between it and spells like Enthrall. The latter corrupts the original personality, warping your mind until your brain is as malleable as putty. You become a tool for the vampire, an unquestioning—and unthinking—minion. That’s where we may have lucked out. It’s the fear you picked up on. The fear of failure. The fear of displeasing the vampire who Charmed him.”

“Okay, but how is that a good thing?” Clarke asked.

“It means Mason might seek to hide his failure.”

“I’m hearing a lot of mights and maybes in all this,” he pointed out.

“I know,” Emma said, doubt creeping into her voice.

“If Mason does hide this mess from the vampire,” Brooke began, “then he might try to solve it himself.”

“Which means he could send the entire Sandoval pack after us.” Clarke folded his arms and stared without looking at the pavement. “How hard is it to reverse Charm?”

“Difficult but doable,” Emma explained. “One approach is to restrain the individual and use a magic circle to Dispel Charm. Alternatively, enough physical trauma can usually loosen the spell’s grip enough for the victim to realize what’s going on and begin fighting back.”

“So we can literally knock some sense into Mason?”

“Yes, but the effect won’t be instantaneous, even if it does work.”

“That’s a dangerous approach,” Brooke cautioned. “We wouldn’t face just him. Even if he or only a few Sandovals are Charmed, he’d rally the full pack to his defense.”

“And that’s the sort of bloodbath we can’t afford.” Clarke sighed. “The bottom line is we don’t have a good handle on the situation, and there isn’t a good way to fix that without either exposing ourselves further or waiting for trouble to show up at our doorstep.”

“Then what do we do?” Brooke asked.

“That’s the question.” Clarke nodded and looked up. “All right. Here’s how I see it. We have another vampire in town: the Charming Vampire, for lack of a better name. This vampire knows about the doors and probably the Portal of Gold by extension. Let’s assume for the moment the Portal is the Charming Vampire’s ultimate objective, which is reasonable given how Heinrich, Olcott, and Alant all went after it to greater or lesser extents. This charmer commands multiple werewolves, some from out of town, others ‘recruited’ from local packs. Additionally, Broken Fang has been exposed to at least some extent.”

“It’s a mess all right,” Brooke said, ears flattening again.

“But here’s the thing.” Clarke raised a finger. “What motive does this vampire have to come after us? We’ve already taken out six bloodsuckers in this city. Sure, very few people know it was us, but the Charming Vampire has no way of knowing it wasn’t us. Why pick a fight if there’s nothing to gain? Why not stick to the shadows and go for the ultimate prize?”

“The Portal of Gold,” Emma said, nodding.

“Exactly. Yes, we should be on guard for a potential attack—either from the vampire or minions like the Sandovals—but let’s also keep our eyes on what’s really at stake.”

“How do you want us to approach this?” Brooke asked, a hint of eagerness emerging.

“We’re not going to sit back and wait for them to come to us, that’s for damn sure. I’m beginning to wonder if this is more a race than a clash, with both parties going after the doors. If so, then we’re in the lead and we need to stay there. We succeeded at the White Door where the werewolves failed. We also have the Scepter of Bone, which the charmer may or may not know about. What we need most right now is more information.”

“My parents will do what they can,” Emma said. “I can also get in touch with Hepatica and see what her coven has heard. I know you wanted us to handle this one ourselves, but the situation has escalated to the point where we should really pull them in.”

“Agreed. Go ahead and reach out to Hepatica. Also, do your parents know Linda Sarkany?”

“The owner of The Establishment? They should. She’s one of the who’s who of Chester Creek’s demihuman community.”

“Ask them to arrange a meeting between me and Sarkany.”

“They should be able to, but what for?”

“I want to find out if Richie and the Kozaks were up to something. Forget dithering about with the hired help. We’ll go straight to the top.”

“Got it.” Emma nodded. “I’ll make sure you get that meeting.”

“Thanks. Brooke, head back to your parents and give them the latest, and while you’re there, see if they can help us out by keeping a closer eye on the Sandovals.”

“Or several eyes. Given how concerned my dad is, I bet he’d leap at the chance to help out.”

“Good.” He pulled out his phone and dialed Sammy. “And now for the big one.”

He waited for the slime girl to answer.

“Hey, Sexy. How’s it going?”

“Hectic.”

“Oh? Something up?”

“You could say that. I need you to meet me at the university ASAP. Bring one of Ashley’s feathers, a baggy suit for me, and your teal disguise.”

“That’s quite the grocery list. What are we cooking?”

“You and I are going to see if we can’t open the Green Door.”
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A man and a woman stalked purposefully down the corridors of CCU’s administrative building, which mixed the baroque stonework of a forgotten church with the sterility of modernist architecture. The pair cut down a sleek hallway that had once been part of the altar.

The man was tall but portly and near the end of what people kindly referred to as “middle aged.” He hadn’t bothered to comb his thinning hair, and the tweed suit hung from his shoulders in a slovenly manner. About the only dignified part of his attire was a dark blue bowtie.

The woman was an offensive, monocolored disaster on legs. She wore a teal pantsuit with teal necklaces, hoop earrings, and bracelets. Her build was attractive enough, though her face was sharp-edged and severe, and her teal eyeshadow did nothing to enhance her “beauty.”

The man was Clarke, and the woman Sammy.

They passed a janitor pushing his vacuum back and forth over the beige carpet. He didn’t bother to look up as they rounded the bend, and why would he have? “They” were regulars in this office, though the late hour made their presence unusual.

Unusual, but not unheard of.

The pair reached the entrance to a small maintenance room. Clarke cast Minor Telekinesis on the lock. The bolt clicked clear, and he swung the door open. He and Sammy slipped in, and he closed the door softly.

“You’ve gotten better,” Sammy commented. “Last time we did this, you had to wear me like a fat suit.”

“Last time, your toxins nearly put two people in the hospital.”

“Eh.” She shrugged without apology. “Those jerks had it coming.”

Sammy retrieved the flashlight stashed inside her wrist, switched it on, and they crossed the small, claustrophobic room. Old computers and spare equipment sat on metal racks, and the heavy pine scent of concentrated cleaners filled the air.

“You need this anymore?” She wiggled the light beam.

“Not as much as I used to, but the extra light still helps.”

They reached the back wall, and Clarke inspected it with spread fingers.

“Concealment magic. Same as before. Anything look out of place to you?”

“Nope,” Sammy said. “Ashley and I left this place like we found it, same as the cemetery. Maybe the Sandovals don’t know about it.”

“We can only hope.” He ran his hand across the smooth stone surface.

“Need help with the secret door?” She extruded a pink tentacle from her sleeve.

“No, I’ve got this.” He probed the wall with Minor Telekinesis, found the ancient locking mechanism, and released it. Something gave, and he pushed the wall forward, letting it swing in a smooth arc.

Clarke led them down a long, narrow flight of stairs. With his body blocking Sammy’s beam, he pulled out his own flashlight before clearing the first twenty steps.

“Down, down, down,” Sammy grumped. “Why’s everyone build these secret rooms underground?”

“I believe you answered your own question with the ‘secret’ part.”

“Okay, fair, but they didn’t have to make them all universally creepy.”

“At least this one isn’t swarming with zombies.”

“A valid point, good sir,” she replied in an officious tone. “I withdraw my objection.”

The air cooled as they descended roughly a hundred steps, then the path leveled off, and they entered a circular chamber very similar to the one beneath Old Chester Cemetery, except this one lacked any traps or other defenses.

A door stood upright at the chamber’s center, its wooden surface a comforting shade of grass green. A brass lever and brass hinges glinted as their light beams danced across it.

“Still here,” Sammy said. “Still closed.”

“Let’s see if we can fix that.”

He tested the lever. It refused to budge or even wiggle. The door looked normal, but it might as well have been a singular solid object.

“I tried that a few days ago,” Sammy said. “Plus, Ashley was here with me at the time.”

“True, but did one of her feathers touch the door?”

“Nope. Her wings weren’t out.”

“Which makes this worth a shot.”

Clarke retrieved a Ziploc bag from his suit’s inner pocket. He set the flashlight on the ground so it shone on the door, opened the bag, and pulled out a single, perfectly white feather. It glowed with a faint but pure light and was slightly warm to the touch.

He rested the feather on the door and tried the lock.

Nothing.

He placed the feather on the handle and tried again.

Same results.

“Hm.” Clarke grimaced at the door’s lack of change.

“Here, let me try.”

Sammy took the feather and brushed it back and forth, then up and down, almost like a paintbrush. She tested the lever, and when it refused to yield, she pressed down on it while gliding the feather almost flirtatiously across the green, lacquered surface.

“Something tells me it’s not ticklish,” Clarke told her.

Sammy put all her weight onto the lock but only succeeded in lifting herself into the air. She dropped back to her feet, glared at the door for a while, then gave it a swift kick.

Nothing.

“Well, shucks.” She handed the feather back to him. “I’m out of ideas.”

“Same here.” Clarke put the feather back into the bag and grabbed his flashlight.

“What now?”

“Now …” Clarke took a long, hard look at the Green Door, but no revelations came to him. “Now we head home and try to come up with a better approach.”
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Hepatica Grey contacted Clarke that evening. He’d been ready to sit down for dinner with his wives when her call came in.

“Yes?”

“Clarke, you naughty boy.” The witch’s tone was playful.

“I’m sorry?”

“You’ve been holding out on me. Drumming up business with the Hawthornes behind my back?”

“Oh, that.”

“Anything you’d like to say in your defense?”

“It wasn’t my intention to exclude you or your coven. We were simply doing them a favor.”

“How altruistic of you,” she said more seriously. “But please, in the future, at least keep us in the loop. I could have been researching this whole Sandoval situation days ago, but now I’m stuck playing catch-up.”

“Duly noted. And sorry.”

“It’s all right.” The witch sniffed. “Did you really think I’d charge your father-in-law an arm and a leg for our services?”

“No.”

“Good, because⁠—”

“I assumed it’d only cost him a leg,” Clarke said dryly.

The call fell silent.

“That was a joke,” he added eventually.

“Well, I suppose I had that one coming. Anyway”—her tone brightened—“I have good news for you.”

“Oh? Let’s hear it.”

“I spoke to Linda this evening, and she’s agreed to meet with you and the rest of Broken Fang.”

Clarke paused nervously. “Between her and all of us?”

“Well, everyone but my daughter.”

“She knows about us?”

“Of course she does. Linda has eyes and ears everywhere. Hardly anything goes on in this town without her knowing about it, but don’t let that worry you. She’s been a valuable contact of mine for the better part of a decade.”

“I notice you said ‘contact’ and not ‘ally.’”

“Officially, she’s a neutral party, not affiliated with any mage clan.”

“And unofficially?”

“She despises vampires right alongside the rest of us.”

“Then she’s a contact you trust?”

“If she wasn’t, I’d have argued against you meeting her. That said, do be on your toes. Linda is a very old, very powerful dragonkin, and that gives her a unique perspective on events. She keeps her eye firmly on the long game, whereas you …”

“Sometimes have trouble seeing past my own shoelaces,” Clarke finished.

“I would have put it more charitably, but yes. You do seem to stumble headfirst into trouble.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. When and where’s the meeting?”

“Wednesday at seven. She’ll receive you at The Establishment.”

“We’ll be there.”


Nine


The Establishment’s décor was part old timey saloon and part hunting lodge. Richly varnished walls led up to a vaulted ceiling supported by thick wooden beams. Huge slabs of meat rotated on spits over the hearth, fat dripping and crackling in the flames. The strong, savory aroma filled the open dining hall, and Clarke’s mouth watered with his first inhale.

Generations of shifter magic soaked every surface, overlapping to form a pleasing—if bestial—aura. The walls were adorned with animal skulls: deer, lion, elephant, and some that Clarke failed to identify due to oddly placed eye sockets or forests of horns. Three full animal skeletons hung from the ceiling. They must have come from some truly nasty creatures judging by all those teeth, claws, and horns.

Sammy, Emma, and Ashley filed in through the door while Brooke came alongside him and slipped an arm through his. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. Her tail wagged energetically, brushing across his butt with each swing.

“Think we’ll have time for a bite afterward?” she asked.

“Maybe.” He patted his pocket. “I brought the gift card with me, though I’d prefer we spend it when Ixia is with us.”

“That’s okay.” Sammy stuck an arm between them. “I’ve got the evening covered!”

She conjured a credit card as if by magic, though Clarke knew she’d been hiding it inside her wrist. The slime girl had assumed her petite human form with pale skin and a shock of red hair with purple highlights.

“Let’s see to business first,” Clarke replied with a chuckle, then approached the hostess’ podium. “Good evening. Please inform Linda Sarkany that J.B. Clarke and company are here to see her. She should be expecting us.”

“She is indeed, Mr. Clarke.” The hostess was a white-haired wolf girl in a short dress. Her yellow eyes glinted, and she smiled pleasantly and gestured to one side. “If you’ll follow me, please?”

The hostess led them around the main dining hall. Nearly every table was packed with werewolves and werebears in their hybrid forms, some in casual attire, others dressed up for the occasion. They passed through a back door marked Private Lounges, then followed the hostess up to the second floor and down the hall.

The hostess knocked delicately then cracked the door open.

“Ma’am? J.B. Clarke and company here to see you.”

“Wonderful. Please let them in.”

The hostess pulled the door back to reveal a spacious room with nature paintings and animal pelts on the walls.

Linda Sarkany rose as they entered, a beautiful, statuesque young woman. Or, at least she appeared to be young, but looks could be deceiving. Her long red hair trailed off her shoulder in a braid intertwined with a green ribbon, and her green backless dress embraced her every curve with the eagerness of a long-lost lover. Her single blue eye sparkled knowingly; the other was concealed behind an eyepatch.

“J.B. Clarke, in the flesh. What a pleasure it is to see you again.”

“Ma’am.”

“Please, call me Linda.” She extended a slender hand. “I knew you were special from the moment I laid eyes on you.”

Clarke reached to take her hand when her expression changed like night and day. The muscles in her face slackened, and her arm turned as limp as a noodle. She tilted her head to the side and stared, disbelievingly, past him.

He turned to see what had caught her eye.

Ashley blinked at them both with mild confusion.

“Is something wrong?” the celestial asked.

“Sandy?” Linda’s lower lip trembled. “Sandy, is that you?”

“I’m sorry, but you must have me mistaken with someone else.”

“No, no mistake.” Linda approached the angel. She began to reach out, but her hands hesitated, and she returned them to her side. “It’s been twenty years. Twenty long years.” She shook her head, her eye moistening. “I can’t believe you’re back. It’s so good to see you again!”

Linda spread her arms in invitation of a hug, but Ashley only frowned at the woman.

“I’m sorry, but you have me at a disadvantage.”

“Sandy, it’s all right.” Linda swept her hand to indicate the lounge. “I Warded this room myself. We’re safe from eavesdropping. I would never in a hundred years let you down. You can drop the act.”

“The act?”

“Are you pretending to be a mage again?”

“Again?”

“Like you did twenty years ago. Or have you assumed a different cover for your angelic powers?”

Ashley raised her eyebrows. “You know I’m an angel?”

“Of course I do.” Linda snorted out a laugh. “I have a better memory than that.”

“Memory …” Ashley gave the woman a small frown. “You see, that’s where we come to the problem.”

“Are you comfortable with us telling her?” Clarke asked. “All of it?”

“I am,” Ashley replied matter-of-factly. “She clearly knows I’m an angel, and I can see no harm in sharing the rest.”

Linda echoed Ashley’s slim frown. “Why are you acting like we’re strangers?”

“Because you are, in a sense,” Clarke said. “Ashley’s memories aren’t in the best of shape.”

“Ashley?” Linda seemed to taste the name, and then her expression brightened. “I see. You’ve been using a different pseudonym. So that’s why I never made the connection. My informants thought Clarke had two mages assisting him, though they could never place the one—you—with a specific clan. I assumed you were a stray. Someone who broke ties with your original clan. I never imagined it would be you, Sandy!” She flashed a smile. “Or should I call you Ashley from now on?”

“That would be preferrable. As for my memories, I was injured by a hex when I last transited to this plane. My mind has been temperamental ever since, though I retain a clear sense of my purpose here on Earth.”

“You?” Linda gave her a look of disbelief. “Injured?”

Ashley hairband lifted to form a broken halo, and Linda’s eye widened.

“You were. That must have been some hex!”

“It was,” Ashley replied simply.

“Then that’s why you don’t remember me? With your halo broken, you’ve lost some portion of your celestial nature?”

“That seems to be the case, unfortunately.”

Linda nodded gravely. “I’m very sorry to hear this. I’d offer to help, but I doubt there’s much an old dragonkin like me can do. Not when we’re talking about magic this powerful.”

“That’s all right. I’m managing well enough, and my condition seems to be improving, bit by bit.”

“So, you’ve known Ashley since way back?” Clarke asked.

“Kid, I wouldn’t call a piddly twenty years ‘way back.’” Linda gave him a wry, smoky glance. “But yes. I knew her back then.”

“Then can you tell us how you know each other?”

“It’s quite simple.” Linda smiled, and her one eye laughed. “I was helping her team slay vampires.”
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Establishment staff delivered a selection of hot appetizers from the kitchen along with pitchers of coffee, tea, and several colas. They poured everyone’s drinks then left. Linda whispered instructions to one of the werebears, and he returned with a faded manila envelope, which she tucked beneath her chair.

“Mind if I let my hair down?” The dragonkin brushed her braid aside as she took a seat at the long table next to Clarke. “Suppressing my inner dragon can be such a chore sometimes.”

“I don’t see why not,” he replied.

“Thanks.”

A pair of dark corkscrewing horns extruded up and back from Linda’s head to form a curving V that reminded Clarke of an African kudu. Red scales materialized along the backs of her arms and hands, and her nails transformed into rubies. More scales appeared along her back as she stretched out her wings. Dark webbing bridged each scaled digit, and sharp rubies tipped their ends.

“There! That’s better!”

A palpable aura of magic radiated from the woman, suffused with roaring flames and a deafening bellow, so potent the air itself seemed to grow heavy. Clarke tried to touch her mind with Empathy but could only gaze upon her emotions as if through fogged glass. Emma had coached him about this limitation on the drive over; dragonkin were naturally resilient to many magics, Empathy included, and Linda was an exceptionally strong dragonkin.

The heady magic filling the room didn’t bother Brooke or Sammy, but Emma rubbed her forehead as if to ward off a headache. Ashley must have noticed as well, given how magically sensitive both she and Emma were, but the angel’s resistances rivaled that of a dragonkin.

Perhaps even surpassed them.

“I’m curious to learn more about our history together,” Ashley turned from Linda to Clarke. “If you don’t mind the detour before we get to business.”

“No, not at all,” Clarke replied. “I’d like to hear more as well.”

“There’s not that much to cover, really,” Linda said. “I wasn’t a direct member of your team and mostly helped from the sidelines. I provided you with information and resources and would assist in the coverup whenever things got messy, as they often did.”

“What can you tell me about this team?”

“There were two others involved besides yourself: Helen and Arthur Helsing.”

“Helsing?” Sammy made a sour face. “Wait a second. Do you mean Van Helsing? Like from the anime?”

“Or the Bram Stoker novel,” Brooke added.

“Haven’t read that one, so can’t speak to it, but I’ve seen the anime like a zillion times.”

“Which one?”

“Both, but I prefer Hellsing Ultimate for the lavish animation. Plus, something about that show always makes me want to go out and buy gloves.”

“You two are more right than you realize,” Linda said. “There actually was an Abraham Van Helsing. I knew him personally”—she flashed a somewhat flirtatious grin at Clarke—“back in the day. He was one of the most powerful blood knights in history, and Helen was his direct descendant. The gift ran strong in her blood.”

“I see you’re speaking of her in the past tense,” Ashley observed, and Linda gave her a solemn nod.

“She died twenty years ago, along with her warlock husband.”

“Wait a second.” Sammy held up a hand. “If she was Van Helsing’s descendent, then why are they called Helsings? Wouldn’t they use Arthur’s family name? Also, wouldn’t it be dangerous for a blood knight to use a last name that obvious? I mean, it’s not even rearranged like a proper secret. Like a …” The slime girl frowned thoughtfully. “What do you call it when you mix up the letters to make a new name?”

“An anagram?” Clarke replied.

“Yeah.” Sammy snapped her fingers. “That’s the ticket.”

“We’re getting sidetracked.”

“Right. Sorry!”

“It’s all really quite simple.” Linda spread her hands. “‘Helsing’ was Helen’s secret family name, conveyed through the generations to honor her heritage, and her mission.”

“What did she use in public?” Clarke asked.

“Smith.”

“Ah.”

“And let’s not forget Arthur. He may not have been a blood knight, but his skills as a warlock were phenomenal. Ashley brought them together to slay vampires, and they did just that. By the scores. But that’s not all that happened. Helen was a blood knight, after all. Over time, their bonds deepened”—her gaze flicked over to Clarke—“and eventually bore fruit.”

“Excuse me?” His eyes widened.

“Unless I’ve missed my guess, you’re the child of Helen and Arthur Helsing.”

Clarke sat back, trying to process the sudden revelation. He didn’t know what he felt, or what he should feel. He’d always assumed the circumstances of his birth had been sad and mundane—an unwanted pregnancy brought to term and dumped at the orphanage—and it had only been the luck of the draw that had landed him with such loving parents.

Now, however, his entire concept of his past had been brought into question.

“What happened to them?” Clarke asked, unable to call them his parents. Not yet. Not so soon, even though he sensed the rightness of the word.

“They were killed by d-hunters,” Linda explained, “and not just any thugs from the Academy of Silence. These were the elite of the elite: a terrifying team of ancient purebloods called Knightfall. Specialists who’ve killed more blood knights over the centuries than anyone else. They’re the main reason blood knights teeter so precariously on the edge of extinction.”

“Knightfall …” Ashley sat back. “The name sounds familiar for some reason.”

“It should. You’ve faced them before.”

“I have?”

“Faced and been defeated by. I don’t know the details of that battle, but the results were clear enough. Helen and Arthur were killed, and you were forced to flee this plane of existence, your mission here in shambles.”

“I see.” Ashley let out a heavy sigh, clearly grappling with these revelations alongside Clarke.

“But despite all that,” Linda went on, “you refused to accept defeat. Even that far back, you set plans in motion that laid the foundation for your eventual return. Yes, Helen and Arthur died in your war against the vampires, but you saved their child.”

Ashley and Clarke exchanged a long, thoughtful look.

“I … saved you?” she said uncertainly to him.

“You must have been the one who placed me at the orphanage. Maybe even the person who made sure I ended up with a good family.”

“I suppose that’s possible.” The angel frowned. “But I simply don’t remember.”

“You never shared the full extent of your plan with me,” Linda continued, “but now that you’re back, I can see the shape of it. You waited until Clarke was old enough to inherit the family tradition.” She swept a hand across the table. “You’ve assembled a new team around him, and now you seek your trump card: the Portal of Gold.”

The table grew quiet at the name.

“Isn’t that what’s going on?” Linda asked. “Isn’t that why you’re here in this city? You need to open the path to the Portal of Gold, the one weapon capable of challenging the vampires at the seat of their power. Twenty years ago, you sealed it away.”

“I did?” Ashley shook her head in disbelief.

“But if that’s true,” Clarke said, “and she had the Portal back then, why not use it?”

“I don’t know,” Linda replied bluntly. “She never told me, but again the threads of her plan seem clear to me now.” She faced the angel once more, her blue eye sharp. “You needed to safeguard the Portal before you left this plane. And so that’s what you did. You—with the aid of allies—created defenses around the Portal and then departed until the time was once again right to move against the vampires.”

“Other allies?” Clarke said, and Linda smiled.

“Sandy— Sorry, Ashley didn’t need to involve me in setting up those defenses, though I was tangentially involved. You left something in my care, and now it’s time I returned it.” Linda reached under the table and set a full-sized manila envelope on the table, its edges worn and the color faded. “I followed your instructions to the letter.” She paused, then shrugged. “Almost to the letter.”

She released the clasp and dumped three smaller envelopes onto the table: one white, one green, and one black.

Ashley picked up one and read the elegant cursive script on the front.

“It’s my handwriting. The text reads: ‘The White Riddle.’” She thumbed the envelope open to find a folded piece of paper inside. “This has been opened previously.” She checked the others. “All of them have.”

“Your instructions were to give these to the first blood knight I met,” Linda said. “I presume this was intended as a backup plan of sorts, in case you were unable to return.”

“Or arrived with a scrambled brain,” Sammy added.

“I’m not sure I would have had that much foresight,” Ashley replied with a frown, “but who can say?”

“Also, I’m sorry.” Linda gestured to the colored envelopes. “Curiosity got the better of me, and I peeked inside them about a decade ago.”

“What’s inside them?” Clarke asked.

“Riddles,” Linda replied. “Descriptions for the unique key to each magical door.”

“Then you know how to open them?”

“I do not. The riddles are all rather obtuse, and the Portal never interested me.” She shrugged with mild apology. “I know this war against the vampires is important, but I haven’t lived this long just to stick my neck out and have some vampire chop it off. Sorry if that sounds callous, but there are limits to the help I can provide.”

“You’ve done more than most.” Ashley opened the green envelope and unfolded its sheet. She perused her own handwriting and sighed. “You weren’t kidding when you said these were obtuse.”

“Whose fault is that?” Sammy asked.

“Mine, it would seem.”

“Three envelopes.” Clarke laid his hand on one. “Which implies three doors in total. The White Door is open and its seal released. The Green Door is closed and hidden beneath CCU’s admin building. That means there’s a third door we haven’t located.”

“A black door by the looks of this.” Emma tapped the black envelope.

“Do you know where it is?” Ashley asked Linda.

“Yes, but I can do you one better.” The dragonkin rose. “How about I show it to you?”
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Clarke and the others followed Linda back down to the ground floor and through a door marked Employees Only. She guided them around the perimeter of The Establishment’s bustling kitchen then through a large storage room filled with spare tables, chairs, and seasonal decorations. She stopped at a nondescript patch of the wooden wall where Clarke sensed a subtle Concealment spell.

“This way.” Linda Dispelled the Concealment, and a sturdy metal door appeared. She cast Telekinesis and Clarke felt her lift an unseen metal bar and set it aside. She swung the door open, cast Shine, and headed into the secret basement.

Clarke followed their dragonkin host down over a hundred steps. The path leveled off and opened into a circular room almost identical to the others. The Black Door stood upright and unsupported in the middle, its surface glossy except for the wrought iron handle and hinges.

“Ladies and gentle knight.” Linda flourished her arms as if presenting a game show prize. “May I present the Black Door!”

Clarke rested his hand against the lacquered wood and closed his eyes. The door’s magic stank of blood and iron, but also possessed warmth and light. The two halves mingled within the door’s layered magic, interwoven with astonishing complexity.

He opened his eyes.

“There’s no way Ashley created this on her own.”

“Of course she didn’t,” Linda replied. “I told you she had help.”

“But his parents were dead when Ashley made these,” Brooke pointed out. “Or am I missing something?”

“No, you’re correct.” Linda tapped her knuckles against the doorframe. “But there were others. Others like myself who weren’t a part of her core team but who nonetheless provided aid.”

“This door reeks of vampiric magic,” Clarke pointed out.

“Yes, I came to the same conclusion,” Linda went on in an unbothered tone. “Clearly, one of those allies must have been a vampire.”

“No way,” Sammy said incredulously. “A vampire was helping Ashley?”

“Apparently so.”

“You never met her?” Sammy asked, and Linda shook her head.

“Ashley arrived one day with the black door; I wasn’t around when she crafted it. My contribution was to Shape this chamber.”

“We’ll need to find a way to open it.” Ashley patted her satchel. “Fortunately, we now have clues to point us in the right direction. As for the matter that originally brought us here …”

Linda chuckled. “Got a little sidetracked, didn’t we?”

“Who could blame us?” Clarke said. “But yes, we came here to ask you about the Sandovals, and about some werewolf out-of-towners from the Kozak pack.”

“Ah.” Linda quirked a smile.

“You know something?”

“Not exactly, but I have caught wind that something’s been off about the pack. The Sandovals, I mean. I’m not familiar with the Kozaks. Why? What’s your interest in them?”

“We were asked to find Richard Sandoval.”

“One of Mason’s kids? The one who went missing?”

“You know about that?”

“Kid, you’ve seen my clientele.” She gestured above them. “I’d be a fool not to keep tabs on the shifter community. But if you’re looking for information on what happened to him, then I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

“No, that’s not what we’re after. You see, we found Richard Sandoval and five Kozaks dead beyond the White Door.”

“No kidding.” Linda crossed her arms. “They found a way to open it?”

“No, it had already been opened by the d-hunter, Dorian Alant, or one of his brides.”

“A d-hunter got through?” Linda goggled at them. “That’s bad. Good thing you took care of him! Though that does explain one of the other threads I’ve been chasing, and it’s not a good one. Studio Nightshade was broken into recently, as were a few seemingly random apartments across town. Apartments that were once occupied by Alant’s loathsome brides. Someone’s retracing the d-hunter’s footsteps, and there’s a decent chance this person’s another vampire sent here by the Academy.”

A sobering silence fell over the room. They’d suspected this was the case, and now here was more evidence a fresh threat had arrived in Chester Creek.

“Alant’s trail leads to the doors,” Ashley pointed out, breaking the silence. “And to us.”

“If this person’s a vampire,” Linda added, though not with much hope.

“Unfortunately,” Clarke began, “what you’ve told us fits the evidence we’ve gathered. We have reason to believe Mason Sandoval, and perhaps other werewolves from his pack, have been Charmed by a vampire.”

Linda’s brow creased in barely repressed anger, and Clarke recalled she’d been married to a shifter once.

“This is getting serious,” she grated. “And personal. Leave it to vampire scum to play dirty like this. What can I do to help?”

“We were wondering if you had information on the Kozaks and Sandovals. We know at least one of the Kozaks came here, to The Establishment, shortly before he died, and Richard Sandoval may have been with him.”

“I’ll ask around, see if anything caught the attention of my staff.”

“Thank you.”

“Here are their photo IDs.” Ashley retrieved the licenses from her satchel and handed them over.

“Thanks. These’ll help. What else?”

“We could use your help tracking down this new vampire,” Clarke said.

“Consider it done. I have plenty of contacts of my own and favors I can call in. Mark my words, Clarke, if there’s a vampire Charming shifters in this city, I will find the bastard!”


Ten


“Ashley, I understand what you were trying to achieve here.” Sammy set the page down. “But seriously, girl. What the fuck?”

The angel frowned from the other side of the dinner table. The whole team had gathered back at the mansion. Emma had printed enough copies of the riddle for everyone. She followed this with plenty of carb-heavy snacks, and together the team had set about working through the riddles.

Progress had been slow.

“I find it difficult to disagree with your assessment,” Ashley replied at last.

“Are we missing part of the riddles or something?” Ixia asked, her own copies arrayed in a neat row. “Maybe a hidden message on the originals?”

“I’ve already checked each page for just that,” Ashley said. “And I examined the envelopes themselves. They’re all devoid of magic. What you see is what you get.”

“Well”—Sammy placed her chin on a fist—“what I’m getting is confusion. What does any of this even mean?”

Clarke picked up one of his own pages. Emma had added titles to each of them, and this was for the Green Door. The riddles read as follows:

What has a bottom at the top?

What can you hold in your right hand but never in your left?

What runs but never walks?

There was a large space on the page, then the riddles continued.

I am less than nothing.

I take when I should give.

I exist before the undividable.

What am I?

He set the page down, slid the Black Door page closer, then reread those riddles.

The more there is the less you see.

What is so fragile that saying its name breaks it?

Why was there more than one riddle, and how did any of this translate into a method for opening the magic doors? He glanced over the White Door’s page last.

What can fill a room but takes up no space?

What is easy to lift but hard to throw?

“Some of these are fairly common riddles.” Emma looked up, pen in hand and phone by her side. “Starting with the Green Door, here’s what various riddle websites say the answers should be.”

Emma pushed a page toward the center of the table, and Clarke rose halfway out of his seat.

What has a bottom at the top? your legs

What can you hold in your right hand but never in your left? your left hand

What runs but never walks? your nose

“They’re all body parts.” Sammy’s expression turned sour. “Good grief. Are we supposed to chop off people’s limbs and offer them to the door as a sort of pagan sacrifice?”

“That …” Clarke grimaced, “doesn’t sound like something Past-Ashley would make us do.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Ashley added, still engrossed in her own pages.

“But are you sure about that?” Sammy pressed. “Past-Ashley had a vampire helping her out. A vampire, and we know there’s vampiric magic in those doors.”

“I’m as confused as everyone else.” Ashley looked up. “Perhaps even more so. For now, I suggest we focus on solving the riddles.”

“What about the ‘undividable’?” Brooke asked Emma. “Any clue what that means?”

“Not really. Whatever it is, it’s not one of your run-of-the-mill riddles. The Black Door riddles, however …”

The succubus slid another page forward, and Clarke read it.

The more there is the less you see. darkness

What is so fragile that saying its name breaks it? silence

“This one seems a bit more straightforward.” Clarke rubbed his chin. “Could it be as simple as trying to open the Black Door in the dark? And silently, too.”

“It’s worth a try,” Ashley said.

“Given that we have more than one answer per door,” Clarke continued, “I’m guessing we have to combine the answers in some manner. Given that, it might be worth looking at the White Door’s riddles more closely.”

“But it’s already open,” Sammy said.

“Yes, and that’s my point. We know its answer, or at least think we do.”

“An angelic feather,” Emma said softly.

“Right,” Clarke replied. “And since we know the endpoint, we can use that to better understand Past-Ashley’s thought process when she composed these riddles. We should also keep in mind that some answers, like a pile of body parts, are completely unthinkable to her, past or present. Looking at these riddles through an Ashley-tinted lens should help us narrow our efforts.”

“It’s got to be better than banging my head against the table in frustration,” Sammy turned to Emma. “Do those websites have answers for the White Door riddles?”

“One moment.”

Emma performed a few quick searches on her phone and jotted down a few words.

“Here.”

The page now read:

What can fill a room but takes up no space? light

What is easy to lift but hard to throw? a feather

“Seems simple enough.” Sammy tapped the page. “Put light and feather together, and you’ve got a glowing, angelic feather. Now we just need to do the same with the other two.”

“Darkness and silence for the Black Door,” Emma said. “And then legs, a left hand, a nose, and whatever the circle riddle means for the Green Door.”

“Here’s a question,” Brooke said. “How did Alant’s brides figure this out? They didn’t have access to the riddles. And yet they brought a vanishingly rare angelic feather to the White Door. How’d they make the connection?”

“Perhaps they managed to obtain the answer by other means,” Ixia suggested. “Scrutinizing the White Door’s magic, for example.”

“Could we use the same method?”

“Maybe. If we hit a dead end with the riddles.”

“I have a feeling the riddles will be the easier solution,” Ashley said. “I’ve examined all three doors. The opening requirements are buried under dense layers of magic. I’m not sure I could unravel them without destroying the door’s magic in the process.”

“The brides figured out a way,” Ixia pointed out.

“So it would seem.”

“Let’s stay focused on the riddles for now.” Clarke picked up his sheets and squared them against the table. “And the Black Door in particular. It’s the one we have the best access to, which makes testing our answers that much easier.”
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Clarke and the ladies of Broken Fang spent the next few evenings in The Establishment’s secret basement, trying and failing to open the Black Door. They tried turning the handle in complete darkness. They tried approaching the door as silently as possible. They even tried the opposite, bathing the construct in magical light or creating a deafening racket, though they reserved the latter for outside business hours.

None of their attempts budged the door a millimeter.

Friday arrived, and Clarke drove Emma, Ashley, and Ixia out to The Establishment after class. Dahlia and Hyacinth tagged along as well, sticking close to their sister, and together the team planned to probe the door’s magic more aggressively. If Alant and his brides had deduced the solution to the White Door without the aid of riddles, then perhaps the same approach would yield results with the Black Door.

There was also the Green Door to consider, but Clarke had held off on any excursions that involved trespassing. At least until they had a better handle on what the Green Door riddles meant.

The last of the green riddles still perplexed him:

I am less than nothing.

I take when I should give.

I exist before the undividable.

What am I?

He and Emma had theorized this could mean a negative number, though how that fit the other answers remained a mystery.

Once in the basement, the ladies drew a five-point magic circle around the door. With five skilled magic users working together, they finished the circle in under an hour and began charging the arcs of runic script.

Clarke helped where he could, but he didn’t want to step underfoot, and he stood back once the circle was complete. He spent the time pondering the Black Door and its mysteries, wondering if it led to a space similar to the White Door’s infinite bridge. If not, then what strangeness awaited them? What sort of dangers would they face along the way to the Black Seal?

More importantly, was the seal defended? Did each seal have a seraphic adjutant watching over it? Or were the defenses unique for each door?

If only Ashley’s memories weren’t a muddled mess, he thought.

The ladies finished charging the circle and then knelt at each focal point. Ashley spread her wings, halo glowing like molten gold as she guided the circle’s magic. The others followed her lead, allowing the circle to drink in their power. The air grew thick with their overlapping energies: so full of light, sensual desire, and the caress of falling petals.

Clarke turned at the sound of a swinging door, followed by soft sneakered footfalls starting down the long flight of stairs. He peeked up the stairs, still surprised by how sharp his hearing now was, and spotted a black-haired werebear hostess heading his way.

“Mr. Clarke?” The young woman greeted him with a polite, almost bashful nod once she reached the bottom, her hands clasped in front. She wore a short dress and stockings over her pale, slender frame, and her bear ears were two fluffy circles crowning her cropped hair.

“That’s me,” he replied. “Need something?”

“Miss Sarkany would like to speak with you in her office.” She shrugged an apology. “If it’s not too much trouble. She said she can come down here later, if you prefer.”

“I should be able to break away.” He glanced back at the circle.

“We’re fine,” Ashley said, eyes closed in concentration. “No need to stand around if you have something better to do. We’ll be a while.”

“All right.” He faced the bear girl. “Lead the way.”

The hostess guided him to a second-floor office where Linda sat behind a massive wooden desk. She smiled warmly and rose to greet him. Today she wore an elegant cream-and-gold halter top dress that left her arms exposed. The top was tied behind her neck, and two long cream bands hung down her overwise bare back.

“Clarke, it’s good to see you again.” She gestured to the chair in front of her desk, and they both sat. “How go your efforts in the basement?”

“Slow. We’re trying a different approach today. Ashley’s leading a circle designed to delve into the door’s magic.”

“Not too deeply, I hope.” Linda sat back. “Too strong a probe could damage the door’s connection.”

“We know, but Ashley’s guiding the circle. I trust her to not take any unnecessary risks.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll find a way in eventually.” Linda settled into her chair’s worn leather. “I’ve seen Ashley in action before, and while she’s not all there right now, any angel is still a force to be reckoned with.”

“She’s certainly done a lot for us.”

“As she did for your parents.”

Linda paused, nails tapping out a quiet rhythm, her single eye studying him. Clarke wasn’t sure what to make of her gaze and eventually replied with a shrug.

“I suppose she did,” he said at last.

“And what do you think of all that?”

“All what?”

“Your lineage? Ashley’s connection to your past? The tragic deaths of your parents. All those revelations.”

“To be honest, I’m not sure what I think. I’m still coming to grips with it. I’d be lying if I said I never wondered who my real parents were. Did you know them?”

“Not really. It would be more accurate to say I knew of them. From what I’d heard, they were a brave, loving couple who yearned to make the world a better place. A young man could do far worse for his parents.”

Clarke shook his head. “It’s funny. I always assumed the truth would be a letdown. Or depressing. Or both.”

“Being the son of a Helsing is far from a letdown, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I know, and I’m happy to know at least that much about my past, but my heritage doesn’t really affect the now. Yes, I have a better grasp of where I came from, but where I’m going is far more important.”

“A good attitude to have.” Linda gave him a reserved smile. “You’re surprisingly mature for your age. I like that about you.”

“Thank you. I appreciate the compliment.”

“It’s a little more than that.” She winked at him, and he found his brow creasing. He took in the seductive slant of her body, one elbow resting casually on the armrest, the other emphasizing her hip. Stroking it, as if to invite him to try the same with his hand.

“Linda?”

“Yes?”

“Are you flirting with me?”

Her expression remained fixed for several seconds, but then became confused, as if unsure what to say or do next. She sighed and gave him a little headshake.

“I’m so out of practice.”

“Then you are flirting?”

“At least trying to. Clarke, do you remember what we talked about the first time we met?”

“Um.” He tried to recall the conversation.

“It was the night you came here with Brooke and the Norths. You and I had a chat by the bar.”

“Ah, right. We talked about shifters and being in relationships with them.”

“Yes, but what else?”

“We talked about …” His eyebrows rose at the recollection. “Your desire for a child.”

She nodded.

“You want to have a child?”

She nodded again.

“With me?”

“Well, not exactly. You see, I’ve never had a child. I’ve loved before, been married before, and outlived all of them. Through all of that, I’ve never been able to bear offspring, but it’s something I’ve greatly yearned for.”

“You believe you could have a child with me?”

“I do.”

“Why? If you’ve been unable to for this long, then⁠—”

“It’s because you’re a blood knight,” Linda explained. “Your magic is different. Your seed is different. And while our time together has been brief, I can tell you’re a good man. I see how you treat the women in your life, see how they love you so completely, and how you love them back with equal fervor.”

Clarke swallowed. “This is … unexpected. I’m honestly at a loss for words.”

Linda slumped back, though in a strangely attractive manner.

“It’s my age, isn’t it? Okay, granted, there is a slight age difference between us, but that’s not a problem for you.” She gave him a hopeful, nervous look. “Is it?”

“Well, I think there are more pressing issues. First of all …” He raised a hand and wiggled his ringed fingers.

“Oh, yes, of course I would consult with your wives about this.” She made a shooing gesture. “I wouldn’t dream of courting you without their consent. I’m just …” She twirled the same hand aimlessly. “I’m testing the waters. Gauging the potential interest. There is interest, I hope?”

She met his gaze and, when he failed to respond, quirked an eyebrow.

“Well …” Clarke cleared his throat. “This is all very⁠—”

“You’re not put off by the eyepatch, are you?”

“No, that’s not even close to⁠—”

“Would you like to inspect my body first?” She rose and reached for the tie behind her neck holding her dress up. “To see if it’s up to your standards?”

“Now, hold on a second!” He stood and raised his hands in what was intended as a halting gesture.

“Oh?” Her eyes fell approvingly upon his hands. “You want to see how they feel?” She shrugged and released the tie. “That can be arranged.”

Cream and gold cloth showered off her voluptuous body, huge breasts bouncing free, and in the same moment, the door swung wide. The werebear hostess from before rushed in, a folder clutched under an arm, and she froze, taking in her nearly-naked boss with Clarke standing nearby, arms extended, hands in what could only be characterized as a “grabby” position.

“It’s not what you think,” he said.

“Umm.” The werebear’s eyes flashed from him to Linda and back.

Linda let out a disappointed sigh and reached down.

“Timing is everything, it seems. Clarke, we’ll continue our talk later.” She picked up her dress and slid back into it. “Yes, Mary, what is it?”

“An urgent report for you, ma’am.” The hostess tapped the folio under her arm. “Your fears have been confirmed: we have a new d-hunter in the area.”
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“You go, Clarke!” Emma whispered, nudging him in the ribs. “Chasing after some sweet dragonkin booty. Which, I might add, has aged like fine wine. I wholeheartedly approve.”

Clarke gave her a stern side eye, but she only smiled as she took her seat at the conference table. Linda had spent the past hour privately reviewing the report’s contents and “consulting with my eyes and ears,” as she had put it. She’d called the meeting to go over the results, and both Sammy and Brooke had joined them at The Establishment.

“Is everyone here?” The dragonkin swept her eye across the room. Emma, Ashley, Brooke, Sammy, and the Grey triplets all settled into their seats. “Good. Then let’s get right to it.”

She opened the folio and arrayed over a dozen full page photographs on the table. Clarke took one and spun it around. It showed a young woman stepping out of a red vintage muscle car. Maybe a Mustang? The photo was too zoomed in for him to identify the make, but the woman’s image was much clearer.

She stood by the passenger door with clear poise and confidence, as if she held power over the very lives around her. Perhaps she did, though not for long if Clarke had anything to say about it.

She was slim and wore her honey-blonde hair short and angled, one end dipping over her sunglasses. Glossy red lips contrasted against alabaster skin, and her dark dress hugged narrow hips.

A man was exiting the vehicle opposite her, though the image was too unfocused for Clarke to make out much beyond a ponytail of glossy white hair that framed purple skin and the tall points of his ears. A dark elf, then.

Clarke set the photograph down and picked up another. This one provided a better angle on the man as he crossed the parking lot. Even in this frozen instance, he appeared coiled and alert, like a cobra ready to strike with whipcord lethality. His black suit was well-tailored and hung on his lithe frame as if it were a second skin. He wore a pair of black gloves, and his necktie was a dark purple.

“A deviant hunter and her groom?” Clarke returned the picture to the spread.

“That’s right.” Linda tapped one of the photos. “Allow me to introduce you all to Jezebel Hatchett, who is almost certainly a d-hunter from the Academy. The dark elf, who we can assume is her groom, goes by the name Elliot Pryce.”

“What makes you so certain she’s our vampire?”

“Several factors. First, my informants have been keeping their eyes on this pair for a few days, given they’re new arrivals in Chester Creek and they seem to favor ‘exploring’ the city at night. Recall how I mentioned those random break-ins around town? The ones at Studio Nightshade and the apartments used by Alant’s brides? Those gave me the impression someone was retracing Alant’s progress, which is why I staged extra lookouts at key locations like CCU’s admin building and the Old Chester Cemetery.”

Clarke nodded. “The Green and White Doors.”

“Exactly. Alant knew the locations of both, and he most likely kept a written record of his progress. This wouldn’t be his primary grimoire, of course. He would have kept that one safely off site, perhaps even back at the Academy of Silence itself. Regardless, it’s reasonable to assume our new vampire has followed in his footsteps.”

Linda spread her hands to indicate the array of photos.

“And follow them she did. We have a confirmed sighting of this pair at both locations. From there my informants were able to track them to what appears to be their base of operations.”

Linda slid one of the photos toward Clarke, and he turned it around.

“Oakdale Regional Medical Center,” he said.

“That’s where my informants caught their names. Or at least their pseudonyms. Both Hatchett and Pryce have appeared out of nowhere to claim high level administrative positions within the hospital.”

“Charm spells?” Clarke asked.

“Or something worse like Dominate. The place could be crawling with thralls by now. Zombies, too, with her access to the morgue.”

“And you’re certain she’s a vampire?”

“As certain as I can be.” Linda pushed another picture forward, and Clarke frowned as he examined it.

“Empty blood bags in a trash heap?” He set the photo down. “Not disposed of with the medical waste?”

“That’s right. One of my informants snuck in and sniffed around. Literally, in his case. He found these blood bags with all the other random trash. And while it’s hard to see in the picture, each bag has two puncture points.” Linda leaned back and tapped an incisor. “Someone’s been snacking.”

“Sniffed around, huh?” Clarke raised an eyebrow. “Your informants are werewolves?”

“Some of them.” She smiled thinly. “I’ve always shared an affinity with shifters. It’s one of the reasons why I enjoy running this business so much. I could have sold it after my late husband passed away, but I just couldn’t let go.” She sighed longingly, but then grimaced. “Just to be clear, Clarke, he died of old age. I’m not some kind of black widow.”

“I never said you were.”

“Good.” She nodded, a bit uncertainly. “Good. I’m glad we understand each other.”

“Speaking of werewolves …” Clarke gestured across the photos. “Have either of these two been spotted interacting with the Sandoval pack? Or any packs, for that matter?”

“Not yet, but we’re keeping our eyes out for it. That said, there’s no reason for her to be physically present once they’ve been Charmed.”

“Fair enough. And we’re certain Jezebel Hatchett’s the vampire and not this Elliot Pryce?”

“Not one hundred percent,” Linda cautioned, “but if we assume the Academy dispatched a d-hunter after Alant’s death—which is very likely—then the vampire is going to be an old, powerful pureblood. In my experience, demihuman purebloods are a rare sight. Ergo, Jezebel Hatchett is the primary threat, though don’t underestimate the strength of a pureblood’s groom.”

“Believe me, we won’t.” Clarke glanced across the pictures then raised his eyes to the team. “Well, ladies, looks like our fair city has a new pest. Now, what do we do about her?”

“We take out the trash.” Brooke’s grin exposed her fangs. “Permanently.”

“I second that,” Ixia added. “It’s going to be hard to investigate the doors with them snooping around. Best deal with them now.”

“Agreed,” Ashley said, “but I would advise against a frontal assault. If Oakdale Regional is serving as her base of operations, then she may have fortified the location with Wards and summons.”

“And let’s not forget, we’re dealing with a deviant hunter,” Clarke said. “She’s come here to kill us, just like Alant did. But we’re not going to let that happen. Not this time. Not again. This time we’ve IDed her first, thanks to Linda’s efforts. That gives us the advantage.”

“What do you propose?” Emma asked, her voice full of calm confidence in his leadership.

He met each of their gazes in turn, saw the anticipation in their eyes, the comfort in his leadership, and he felt a swelling of pride in his chest. They’d come so far from the ragtag misfits who’d struggled against a lone risen vampire feeding off shelter animals. They were a force to be reckoned with, a hammer to be wielded against the vampires.

Or perhaps a stake.

Clarke’s lips curled into a frosty smile.

“We’re going to set a trap. And when we spring it, we’re going to annihilate these bastards.”


Eleven


“I’m having difficulty following them,” Ashley reported.

It was Saturday, and tinted skylights bathed the angel’s room in a warm glow.

Clarke sat beside her on the couch, their thighs close but not touching. The angel’s broken halo glowed above her head, and her radiant wings hung across the couch back.

“What seems to be the problem?” he asked.

“Hatchett placed Wards all throughout the hospital. The whole interior is resisting my attempts to Scry it.”

“We expected as much.” He shrugged. “It was worth a try, but we knew a vampire this experienced wouldn’t give us an easy opening. Any luck with their ride?”

“A little, but not much. She Warded the vehicle as well, which makes it … slippery, for lack of a better term. It’s more difficult to Ward a moving object, and that difference shows in the Ward’s integrity. That said, Hatchett applied her spells quite skillfully, and I’m struggling to find an opening. All my Scries can reveal is the general area they’re in.”

“How general?”

“I can narrow their position down to a square kilometer, maybe a little less.”

“That’s not narrow enough for us to stage an ambush.”

“I know.” She frowned a little, and her halo dimmed. “I can raise the strength of my Scrying, but then I risk detection and the possibility she’ll backtrack the spell to me.”

“We don’t want that.” Clarke sat forward. “Anything you can tell us based on where she’s been? I get that your info is vague, but …”

“Nothing we don’t already know.” Ashley placed the tips of her fingers on a notebook. “I’ve recorded my findings, such as they are, but so far there’s no discernible pattern to their movements. She and her groom seem to be poking around Chester Creek almost at random.”

“Looking for us, no doubt.” Clarke grimaced. “Have they spent much time around the university?”

“Some recently, though I can’t tell you which door they went to. The cemetery and admin building are too close, and the results of my Scrying too blurred.”

“And even if we did know, that still doesn’t tell us where they’re going next.” Clarke rested his chin atop his hands. “Any suggestions on how to get a better handle on their movements?”

“Besides relying on physical observation?”

“Yeah, besides that.”

“I do have one idea, though it’s not without risk.”

“Ashley, we’re stalking an ancient pureblood who’s been trained to kill people like us. If we fail, and she calls in help from the Academy, the whole city could be swarming with d-hunters within the day. What’s a little more risk at this point?”

“A fair point.”

She gave him a slim smile and rested her hand on his thigh. The contact intensified his perception of her aura: as radiant as the sun and just as eternal. He found himself reaching out with his Empathy, almost as a reflex to the potency of her presence, and found her thoughts full of love and admiration but edged with anxiousness. She feared letting him down.

In a way, her emotions were similar to those he’d detected in Mason Sandoval, but in Ashley’s case, they sprang from a well of genuine affection, not the forced perversion of a Charm spell, and he sensed the purity and rightness of her feelings.

He placed his hand atop hers and gave her slender fingers a soft squeeze.

“What’s this idea of yours?” he asked.

“We can use Tracking to follow their movements more closely.”

“Tracking magic, huh.” Clarke thought back to what he knew about the spell. “We’d have to prepare the spell ahead of time, enchant an innocuous object of some kind—like a pen or scrap of paper—then plant it on them somehow.”

“Or their vehicle. Either way, the spell would then provide us with real-time information on their movements.”

“If we can get the enchantment into position in the first place.”

“As I said, risky.”

Clarke mulled the suggestion over in his mind. “What about the Wards on the car? Wouldn’t they interfere with the Tracking spell?”

“Not in this case. They’re well-crafted but not strong enough to dispel a decent Tracking spell.”

“Okay, but what if Hatchett sniffs out the spell?”

“The chance of detection isn’t zero, but Tracking spells are difficult to ferret out. To us, the spell will produce a meaningful signal, but to anyone else its mana emissions would resemble ambient magic. Once the spell is in place, I can then use Scry to pinpoint those emissions—and the location of their vehicle.”

“Then the trick becomes how to plant the spell in the first place,” he said, coming around to the idea.

“I’m afraid I won’t be much help for you there.”

He sensed a surge of worry within her, and her halo dimmed slightly. He put his arm around her and hugged her closer. She rested her head on his shoulder, spread one of her wings and draped it across his back.

“Ashley, this is a great idea,” he said, and immediately sensed the warmth within her, the easing of her stress his praise brought. “Don’t worry about how to plant the spell. We’re a team, remember? No one person needs to carry the full load.”

“Says the man who carries more than the rest of us combined.”

“I don’t know about that, but what I do know is Broken Fang has the people and the talent to make this work. Between Sammy and my own burgeoning repertoire of slime abilities, we’ll find a way to get the enchantment into position.”

“Thank you, Clarke.” She closed her eyes and snuggled up against him.

“No, Ashley. Thank you.”
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“Clarke!” Dahlia grinned broadly as he entered Ixia’s workshop. “You look like a man on a mission. Here to sample the coven’s wares?”

He crossed the room to the workstation the Grey triplets were crowded around, all of them with safety goggles, rubber gloves, and leather aprons on top of their goth attire. Orange fluid spiraled through a tall condensing tube.

“Not today, Dahlia,” he replied. “I need to speak with your sister.”

“Oh?” Hyacinth shook herself.

Ixia rolled her eyes.

“Your other sister.” He glanced over the complex chemistry set. “Is now a bad time?”

“Nope.” Ixia raised her goggles. She pulled off her gloves and set her safety equipment aside. “Just taking care of an order Mom sent us.”

“What kind of potion are you working on?”

“It’s, umm …” Ixia glanced away uncomfortably. “It’s one that enhances a person’s, umm … elasticity.”

“It’s a sex potion!” Dahlia declared boldly.

“Not technically,” Ixia objected.

“The hell it isn’t.” Dahlia slapped the tabletop. “We got an order from⁠—”

Ixia cleared her throat noisily.

“From an elf who wishes to remain anonymous,” Dahlia amended. “Anyway, she’s dating an orc, and there’s a bit of a size issue to their relationship. Like, he’s got a third leg, if you catch my meaning.”

“I believe I do,” Clarke replied blandly.

“He’s not that big!” Ixia snapped.

“He might as well be. Anyway, the order is for three ‘flexibility’ potions”—Dahlia added air quotes—“and one to reduce her gag reflex.”

“Three, huh?”

“You bet! Seems she’s got a craving for orc meat and has plans for a full course meal. Can’t blame her, either. If I wasn’t trying to get into your pants, I wouldn’t mind having an orc boyfriend to rail me into an unconscious stupor each night.”

“Good grief!” Ixia shook her head. “Why do you have to be like this?”

“What’s there to be ashamed of? The client has a need and we’re filling it. Well, technically her boyfriend is, but you all get my point.” Her expression became contemplative. “Or would that be the tip? Or maybe the whole shaft?” She shrugged. “Whatever. Take your pick.”

“Uhh!” Ixia put her face in her hands.

“I believe he came here for a reason,” Hyacinth said quietly.

“Oh, right!” Dahlia’s eyes lit up. “What can the Grey triplets do for you, Clarke?” She grinned like a shark. “Or to you?”

“I need a bullet.”

“A bullet?” Dahlia blushed for some reason. “Well, I’ve got one I could lend you, but it’s in my nightstand, and I’ll need to clean it before⁠—”

“What caliber and enchantment?” Ixia cut in.

“Caliber?” Dahlia blinked, then her cheeks reddened further. “Oh, you mean a bullet bullet!” She bonked the side of her head. “Sorry. My brain was in the gutter.”

“I noticed,” he replied, trying not to sound impatient. “Now, about that bullet bullet. I need one with a Tracking enchantment. Caliber doesn’t matter.”

“Easy enough.”

Ixia searched a shelf laden with ammo boxes and speedloaders.

“Here!” She held up a .38 Special. “The spell on this one is only a week old. Practically good as new, unless you need something fresher.”

She dropped it into Clarke’s palm. One of the witches had scribbled TRACK on the brass in permanent marker. He could just barely sense the presence of the spell, like an annoying pebble inside his shoe.

“This should do it.” He pocketed the bullet. “Got any adhesive putty?”

“We should have a bottle of Loctite or Gorilla mounting putty around here somewhere.” Ixia raised an eyebrow. “Why? What are we working on?”

“What else?” He grinned at her. “A tracking device for our new d-hunter’s car.”
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“Drizzt is on the move!” Sammy exclaimed over the radio.

Clarke frowned at the odd report. He’d spent the last several hours parked in a rental within sight of Oakdale Regional Medical Center, his facial features concealed thanks to the Minor Shapeshifting he’d absorbed from Sammy. The hospital was a sprawling complex of brick and glass buildings of varying heights connected by skyway bridges that crisscrossed over the parking lots.

“Drip who?” Brooke asked over the team’s radio.

“You know, Drizzt Do'Urden?” Sammy said. “The famous ranger from Forgotten Realms?”

“I don’t know anyone named Drip.”

“He’s not a real person, Brooke.”

“Then why did you say he’s on the move?”

“Come on, Sammy,” Emma said, somewhat wearily. “He doesn’t look that much like Drizzt. His skin is too light a shade of purple. If you ask me, he’s more reminiscent of a night elf from World of Warcraft.”

“Yeah, but just you wait. He’ll pull out twin scimitars as soon as we make a move.”

“Can someone please explain to me who this Drip person is?”

“Drizzt, Brooke!” Sammy snapped. “It’s Drizzt, not Drip!”

“Sorry. These earbuds don’t sit well in my wolf ears. I keep having to adjust them. Also, what was that about him having swords?”

“Sammy,” Emma asked, “does the groom have swords?”

“Not right now, but I bet you he can conjure them.”

“Then no drip swords?” Brooke asked.

“Girl, when did Twinkle and Icingdeath suddenly become ‘drip swords’?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Can someone please,” Clarke cut in, “give me a description more precise than ‘he’s on the move?’ Come on, ladies. This isn’t our first rodeo.”

“Actually, I’ve never been to one.”

“Sammy?”

“Sorry, sorry. Elliot Pryce is outside having a smoke.”

“Alone?”

“Yeah, no sign of Hatchett. Wait … wait … okay, update! Pryce just checked his carton of cigs, and it’s empty. He tossed it in the bushes—the fucking litter bug—and now he’s making for his Mustang.”

Clarke tapped out an idle rhythm on his steering wheel as he waited. Sammy was parked in an adjacent lot while Emma and Brooke were camped out in a forest that girdled the medical complex on two sides. Together, they had eyes on the place from a variety of angles.

Theoretically, they could have gone in and planted the tracker while the car was in the hospital’s lot, but he’d judged the risk too high given the concentration of static Wards. Instead, they’d opted to plant the tracker when the car was at a neutral location. Pryce or Hatchett would need to top off their tank eventually, especially with them driving a gas-guzzler back and forth around town.

“Pryce is opening the driver side door,” Sammy reported. “He’s getting in. Starting it up. Now driving toward the south gate. He’s probably heading out for some more smokes.”

“I’m moving out.” Clarke started his car and pulled up to the road. The sun was high and the roads congested with lunch traffic. He merged into the lane and caught sight of the south gate. “I should see him … yeah. Got eyes on a red vintage Mustang exiting from the south.”

“That’s him. He just pulled out. Want me to follow?”

“Yes, though keep your distance. I’ll tail him for now.”

“Got it.”

Clarke heard a car start through his earbud.

“What about us?” Emma asked.

“You and Brooke hold position. Keep your eyes peeled for Hatchett or any signs of trouble. Sammy, you’re with me. We’ll handle planting the tracker.”

“Roger that, Bravo Kilo Alpha.”

“Sammy.”

“I know, I know. I’ll behave.”

Clarke tailed the Mustang for two blocks before Pryce pulled into a large QT gas station. He made the same turn and followed Pryce down the long row of gas pumps until the elf parked in a vacant space.

The opposite side of the same pump was empty, and Clarke pulled in there. The rental was only down a quarter tank, but he climbed out and topped the vehicle off anyway.

Elliot Pryce rounded his car, half a cigarette hanging from his lips. He gave Clarke a brief glance as he slotted the pump into his vehicle and swiped his credit card.

“That’s a nice set of wheels you have there,” Clarke said congenially. “A Mustang King Cobra, if I’m not mistaken. From 1978? She’s in beautiful shape.”

Pryce flicked the cigarette into the trash and sneered at him.

“Fuck off. Mind your own business.”

The dark elf left his pump running unattended and headed into the gas station’s convenience store.

“And a pleasant day to you, too!” Clarke called out with a forced smile. He slipped a hand into his pocket and palmed the bullet set in a gob of gray mounting putty.

“Sammy, where are you?” he whispered, his lips barely moving.

“Parked by the store.”

“Get in there right now. If it looks like Pryce is there to buy something, try and keep the cashier busy. Maybe buy some snacks. Delay him for as long as you can.”

“On it!”

Sammy climbed out of her rental, looking nothing like her usual self, and jogged toward the storefront.

Clarke checked his surroundings. No one was paying him any attention.

He retrieved the tracker from his pocket and let his arm stretch like a huge wad of gum until his knuckles touched the pavement. He continued to extrude the limb at a right angle across the ground, his hand crawling toward the Mustang on three fingers while his thumb and pinky held the tracker.

His hand reached one of the Mustang’s tires and began to climb up.

The door to the convenience store swung open, and Clarke froze.

A man with a safety vest shouldered through the door with his head low, eating a hot slice of pizza.

Clarke resumed his hand’s climb up the tire and into the wheel well. He jammed the gob of mounting putty against the bend at the top right of the well, squishing it against the sound deadener, then began to retract his arm.

The door opened again, and he froze once more. A mother with two kids in tow left the building. None of them looked his way. He waited until they left his field of view and then slurped his arm back into its original shape.

He shuddered involuntarily. The sensation was like sticking his arm into a puddle of thick oil, except his arm was the puddle. That would take some getting used to. He wondered if Sammy felt that way all the time.

Pryce pushed through the door a few minutes later. He stuck a cigarette in his mouth, lit it, then crossed the station to his car. He finished up at the pump, but then paused and glanced over.

A spike of anxiety shot through Clarke as their eyes met.

“It is,” the dark elf said, his voice low, almost a growl.

“I’m sorry?” Clarke replied, maintaining a calm exterior.

“The car. It’s a King Cobra.” Pryce smirked at him. “My boss is a collector with refined tastes. She lets me drive it whenever I want.”

“That’s some boss.”

“You have no idea.” Pryce stared off into the distance. His red eyes became dreamy and he touched the side of his neck, caressed it with the gentleness of a lover.

Clarke knew what the elf’s high collar hid. He’d seen the scars on Alant’s brides. Whatever affection this man felt for his vampiric master, he was a tool to her. A weaponized snack on legs, nothing more.

Focus returned to Pryce’s eyes and he once again faced Clarke.

“Way better than whatever that piece of shit is.” The dark elf flicked his cigarette, and it hit the fender in a brief shower of orange sparks. He laughed, climbed into the Mustang, and drove off.

Clarke waited until he was out of sight.

“What a charming fellow. I bet he kicks puppies, too.”

Sammy joined him by the pump, her arms laden with junk food.

“Want some?” She hefted the impressive haul.

He placed a hand on his hip and gave her a look of mild reproach.

“What?” she said unapologetically. “I got a case of the munchies. Don’t judge.”


Twelve


“We have a problem,” Ashley said, her voice coming through the phone’s speaker.

“Why do you start so many conversations with those words?” Sammy asked, her voice also on speaker.

Clarke frowned, sitting in a rented sedan with Brooke in the passenger seat. Night had fallen hours ago, and the harsh yellow glow of the parking lot’s pole lights slanted in through the windows. He held the phone between them.

The plan to Track Hatchett and Pryce had worked better than expected, and Ashley’s Scrying had helped Broken Fang amass a wealth of data on their movements. It was difficult to determine where the pair would go on any given day, but they almost always roamed the city in the dead of night.

They rarely visited the same location twice, and this unpredictability had made staging an ambush more difficult. But the team had come up with a simple solution: If they couldn’t know for certain where Hatchett and Pryce would go on any given night, they would intercept the pair at a time and location advantageous to Broken Fang.

Simple in concept but difficult to execute, especially with the d-hunter sticking to the city’s more populous regions over the previous few nights. Still, the team had agreed that this was their best shot, and they’d repeatedly staged themselves in nodal locations.

The bulk of Sunday had come and gone already. Clarke and Brooke had parked behind a strip mall several miles south of Oakdale Regional, their car facing the ugly back of a building lined with grungy doors and large trash bins. Emma and Sammy had taken up a similar position north of the hospital while Ashley and Ixia remained at the mansion, providing long-range Scrying support.

Three teams, two ready for combat. One combat team would perform the initial intercept—it didn’t matter which—and the second would ride in and hit their targets from behind. If everything worked out, they’d catch the Academy bastards in a pincer and take them down right then and there.

Simple, right? What could possibly go wrong?

Everything, Clarke thought darkly. Anything and everything could go wrong.

“I only wish to be clear with everyone,” Ashley said, somewhat tartly. “Would you prefer I paint the news with rainbows and gumdrops?”

“No,” Sammy replied, “but it’d be nice if you weren’t such a downer all the time.”

“Ashley,” Clarke cut in before this little tiff escalated, “what seems to be the problem?”

“The Mustang is on the move, and I believe I know where they’re headed.”

“Sounds like that’s a good thing.”

“It is and it isn’t.” Ashley paused to take a breath. “You see, unless Ixia and I are mistaken, that vehicle is headed for the mansion.”

Clarke’s pulse quickened.

“Shit!” Brooke rose from her seat, ears flattening. She caught herself a moment later and slumped back. “Sorry. I meant to say ‘shoot.’”

“It’s all right.”

Clarke placed his hand over hers, sensed the tension there, the coiled strength ready to erupt. They’d already been forced to defend their home once, and the memory of that battle—and all its close calls—must surely have been at the forefront of Brooke’s mind.

“Ashley,” Clarke said, “how sure are you?”

“I can’t be certain until they get closer, but they haven’t ventured this far from the city center since we started Tracking them, and they’re moving fast. I don’t know where this sudden urgency comes from, but there’s not much of interest around us. Just a smattering of other high-end properties.”

“Got it. Give me their location.”

“About three miles northeast of you, heading east along the interstate at thirty miles over the speed limit.”

“The interstate …” He pulled up his phone’s map and swiped over to the location. “There’s no way we can hit them on that road. It’s too busy, even at this hour. Plus we’ll burn too much time trying to catch up.” He scrolled down. “But we may be able to intercept them once they exit the freeway. Should be able to hit them somewhere along Cherry Dale.”

“That might work for you,” Emma warned, “but we’re in an even worse position than you. No way we can catch up in time.”

“Then we’ll make do until you arrive.” Clarke started the engine. “We’re heading out.”

“Same here,” Emma replied.

“Ashley, you and the Greys get ready to bolt. Don’t stand and fight if you don’t have to.”

“Understood, and don’t you worry about us. Dahlia’s already two steps ahead of you. She takes protecting her sister very seriously.”

“Good to hear.” He closed the call and pocketed his phone.

“We’ve got a lot of winding backroads ahead of us,” Brooke said, pulling her seatbelt tight. “Think you can make it there in time?”

“We’re about to find out. We should have taken the Z4.”

“Hindsight is twenty-twenty.”

“Don’t I know it.” He put the car in reverse. “Here goes. Hold on to your buns!”

He peeled out of the parking lot, switched gears, and slammed on the gas.
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“There!” Brooke pointed at the glint of distant headlights through the trees.

“I see them.” Clarke pushed hard on the gas, even as they took a treacherous, banking turn through the forest. Tires squealed and slipped, and again he wished for the control of his roadster. That thing felt like it was glued to the road.

He fought for control, regained it, and sped down a relative straightaway. They crested a hill. The wheels lifted off the ground, and they landed with a brief shower of sparks. He caught sight of their target, the landscape a tapestry of vivid grays to his night vision.

He knew Cherry Dale Road well enough to judge where the speeding Mustang was, could gauge where he was in relationship to the enemy, and knew he could reach the road in time.

Barely.

But that was only part of the problem. He could reach the other vehicle, but then he needed to stop it.

“We’re coming up on Cherry Dale fast,” Brooke warned, “and at a right angle. You’ll need to slow down to make the turn.”

“Who said I’m turning?”

Brooke faced him, ears pert, worry flashing across her eyes.

“They’re going to pass right in front of us,” Clarke added.

“You don’t mean …”

“I do.” He gave her a quick glance. “Your seatbelt snug?”

She tugged on the belt. “It is.”

“Then brace yourself.”

Clarke’s knuckles were white on the steering wheel. He cast Boosted Sanguine Shield, spending vitality like bloody coins to fortify his body. Brooke transformed beside him, filling out her clothes with fur and muscle, swelling with barely restrained power. She shook out her head, lips curling, ears flattened.

Cherry Dale Road came into full view, and Clarke switched off their headlights. He checked the position of the Mustang barreling down the road, judged the remaining distance, and floored the gas.

The engine roared. Rubber squealed, and Clarke gritted his teeth.

“FUCK!” Brooke cried, claws digging into her armrests.

The gorgeous, glossy red 1978 Mustang King Cobra shot in front of them, a symphony of engineering, craftsmanship, and decades of loving care. It was a mechanical beauty worthy of being framed in an art gallery.

And then it wasn’t.

Their drab, gray sedan crunched into its side, T-boning it with terrible force.

Metal screamed. Glass shattered. The hood folded and the engine block crumpled. Airbags exploded in their faces, and Clarke’s head thumped against the balloon. His shield flashed, absorbing the worst of the shock, even as the force of the impact carried both vehicles forward.

They spun, their combined momentum carrying them ahead and to the right. Rubber burned against asphalt, and their sedan pinned the Mustang against a guardrail.

The folded hood blocked Clarke’s line of sight, and he checked to his right.

“Not as bad as I’d feared,” Brooke growled. She sliced through her seatbelt and swung her door wide.

Clarke tried his own door, but the crush of metal had jammed it in place. He kicked it off its hinges, and it skidded across the road, spinning and sparking until it landed in a ditch.

He rose and drew his huge revolver while Brooke did the same. Smoke fumed from both engines, and the dark elf faced him. His red eyes seemed to glow with fierce malevolence, and his lips curled to bare white teeth against purple skin. He was struggling with his seatbelt when they opened fire.

The first bullet erupted in a fiery bloom that blew out the windows and bulged the roof. He lost sight of the elf but kept on firing. This wasn’t meant to be a fair fight; it was an execution, and he rattled off five quick shots as a flash of cold necessity jolted through his mind.

Their fusillade shredded the Mustang with a series of deafening eruptions. Flames roared, and bits of debris scythed through the air with each blast. But through all the carnage, a corner of his mind had the prescience to wonder: Where was the vampire? Where was Jezebel Hatchett?

Where was the real threat?

Both their cylinders clicked empty, and Elliot Pryce rose from the carnage, balancing with one foot atop what remained of his headrest. Blood trickled from one frayed ear, and flames danced across his charred clothes. But beneath those garments was a layer of Kevlar that burned with green runes.

“You’ll have to do better than that!”

Clarke holstered his pistol and snapped out his wrist. His thirstblade flashed into existence.

“A blood knight?” Pryce snarled. “I’ll kill you both! I’ll tear the beating hearts from your chests and offer them as prizes to my love!”

“Go ahead and try!” Brooke spread her arms, teeth and claws shining in the flickering firelight. “Wouldn’t want this to be too easy. I’ve got an itch to rip and tear!”

“Worthless trash.” Pryce raised a defiant fist. “My love, give me the strength to fell these gnats!”

The ring on his finger blazed green, and ghostly flames engulfed his body. His ear reformed, and flames coalesced around his hands, forming twin curved blades of fathomless obsidian.

“Watch it!” Brooke shouted. “He’s got the drip swords!”

“I see them,” Clarke replied dryly, then cast Blood Freeze.

The runes on the dark elf’s armor glowed hotter, and he sneered at them.

“Surely, you jest.” Pryce dragged one sword across the other, creating a brief fountain of green sparks.

And then he charged.

Clarke could hardly believe how fast the dark elf moved. One moment he stood atop the flaming wreckage, the next he was in Clarke’s face. Their blades met in a bright clash, and Pryce swung his off-hand scimitar in from the side, intent on spilling Clarke’s intestines.

Clarke fell back, let the blade sing through empty air, but Pryce slashed with his other scimitar, and it flashed against the Sanguine Shield. The dark elf advanced, his twin swords a blur around him, his quick, precise movements more akin to a ballet than battle.

How long had this man been a servant of the vampires? How many years had he spent honing his deadly craft? How many lives had he reaped before this moment? Clarke was up against a master swordsman, and all he had was a few months of killing vampires under his belt.

Icy fear danced through his mind. It was as if he’d been transported back to his fight against Otto Heinrich, where he’d first faced the reality of being totally, completely out of his league. That same sensation shot through him, but only for a moment. Yes, this man was more skilled with the blade, but he was a blood knight, a slayer of vampires, and he would not fall to the scum that served them.

Pryce held the advantage in skill, but Clarke knew he possessed the edge in raw power. The elf could flit about him all he wanted. His blood magic gave him all the tools he needed to conquer this foe, and he was far from alone in this fight.

Brooke lunged at Pryce from behind, and the dark elf darted away, keen to avoid being surrounded. His blades flashed outward as he retreated, and the tip grazed her bicep.

“That all you got?” she growled, even as blood trickled down one furry arm.

Pryce smirked and flourished his scimitars.

“Together,” Clarke said. “Now!”

They charged as one, and this time Pryce held his ground. Claws slashed, jaws snapped, swords arced, and Pryce’s blades became a black, glinting whirlwind around him. He fended them off at the same time, then switched to the offensive, blades slashing against shield and fur.

Clarke pulled back, red lightning flickering across his body as his shield struggled not to die the death of a thousand cuts. Brooke bled in several places, but her eyes remained sharp and fierce.

“Not bad.” Brooke wiped a line of blood off her cheek. “You’re almost as good as the last goon we put down.”

Pryce only sneered in response.

Clarke gathered his strength, burning life to fuel his magical engine. He raised the sword in a twohanded grip and readied his next set of spells.

Pryce’s ears twitched, perhaps detecting the gathering magic, and his eyes locked on Clarke.

“I don’t think so.” His voice was barely a whisper, as cold and barren as the grave.

The dark elf lunged.

Clarke cast Fly. His incubus wings exploded through the back of his shirt, and he shot above the dark elf. The attack grazed Clarke’s foot, and Brooke attacked, slashing and biting at the man in a furious whirlwind of her own.

Clarke paid the blood price for his next attack, and three forms of magic interwove within him to form something new.

He drew his blade back, and then cut through the air. His blade left a livid purple wound upon reality, and an identical mark slashed across Pryce. The elf’s armor burned with defensive runes, and he staggered back.

“Scarlet Slash?” Pryce spat, collecting himself. “As if I wouldn’t have protection against …” His eyes bulged, and he dropped to one knee. “What the fuck?!” His chest heaved and he vomited in his mouth.

“Boosted Toxic Slash,” Clarke said calmly. “A variant of my own creation that combines blood magic, witchcraft, and slime toxins.”

“Damn you!” Chunky bile dribbled down the dark elf’s chin as he backpedaled. He raised a ringed fist to the air. “My love! Grant me your⁠—”

His words were cut short as Brooke chomped onto his raised forearm. His free blade sank into her gut, but she didn’t seem to notice as her claws latched onto his armored torso. She picked him up and slammed him into the pavement. Bones cracked, and fluid fountained from his mouth, some of it blood. Brooke gnashed on his arm, and then with a violent jerk, she ripped the limb off.

Pryce cried out, eyes wide in terror as blood spurted from his ruined stump.

Clarke tucked his wings in and dove. He landed beside the pinned elf and cleaved his head off with a single, clean stroke. His blade autocast Drain, and the man’s lifeforce became his, replenishing all he’d spent.

The scimitar in Brooke’s side shattered into a million dark motes. She regarded her claws as reddish light flickered across them, and her own wounds began to close rapidly.

“The Drain is working!” She grinned toothily at him. “I feel good as new!”

A car screeched to a halt near the crash, and two figures rushed out.

“Ladies.” Clarke gave Emma and Sammy a brief wave. “Welcome to the party.”

Sammy surveyed the carnage. “Looks like we’re late.”

“A little.” He shrugged. “But it’s all right.”

“Pryce, I presume?” Emma asked, nodding to the headless corpse.

“You presume correctly.”

“What about Hatchett?”

“A no-show. She may still be at the hospital.”

His phone rang. He dismissed his thirstblade and fished the phone out of his pocket.

“It’s from Ashley.” He put the call on speaker. “Go ahead.”

“Clarke, I just detected a powerful aura leaving the hospital in a straight line.”

“A straight line? Not following the roads?”

“No.”

“Heading?”

“Where else but straight toward you?”
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Jezebel Hatchett floated through the night sky, moonlight kissing the clouds behind her. Green runes glowed across her formfitting bodysuit, and a long black trench coat flapped in the breeze. Her eyes were calm, and green energy crackled faintly within them.

Clarke stood in the open, thirstblade to his side, shield flickering about his body, incubus wings folded. A pillar of smoke rose from the wrecks behind him, and Pryce’s headless corpse lay near his feet.

The vampire glided to a halt high above the road, looking down her nose at him. Flickering flames underlit her face, granting her an aura of menace that had nothing to do with magic. Her eyes met his.

“And who might you be?” she demanded.

“The name’s Clarke. I’m the reason a wretch like you came to this city.”

“My, aren’t you a bold one.” Hatchett cracked a thin, condescending smile. “And a blood knight, I see. Here to challenge a pureblood scion of the Academy in the dead of night?”

“That about sums it up.” He gave the thirstblade a quick twirl. “You game?”

Hatchett’s eyes swept across the smoldering wrecks, then to Pryce’s body, and finally back to Clarke.

“You managed all this on your own?”

“I did.” Clarke nudged the corpse with his boot. “Your groom wasn’t much of a challenge.”

“Is that so? I suppose I’ll have to entice someone better next time.”

“That’s rather presumptuous of you, don’t you think?”

“How so?”

“Because there won’t be a next time.” Clarke spread his wings and rose until he was level with the vampire. “I’ll see to that.”

“You? Alone? Please.” She scoffed. “I’m no fool. I Scried this area on my way over. You’re not powerful enough to take me alone, and you are alone.” She licked her lips. “It’s been centuries since I’ve dined on a blood knight. Oh, how I’ve missed the flavor of your kind. The exquisite mixture of magics. What have you absorbed, I wonder? Incubus magic, clearly.”

“Succubus, actually. But yes.”

She extended a hand, and green energy enshrouded it.

“And some werewolf, too.” She chuckled. “The whores and mutts of the underworld. How very pedestrian of you.”

“Not to your taste?”

“I suppose the combination will add some zest to your blood.” Hatchett shrugged indifferently. “Better than nothing.”

“You going to prattle on all night, or are we going to fight?”

“You that eager to die?”

“I could ask you the same question.”

“You don’t lack for confidence; I like that trait in my food. It makes the moment I break you that much more delicious. The look of terror in your eyes when you realize you’ve been defeated and there’s nothing that will save you.”

“Wow.” Clarke shook his head. “You vampires really are the worst. Not that I need a reminder for why I keep killing your kind, but thanks anyway.”

“So you’ve killed a few vampires. So what? I’m not some common risen. I am pureblood. My birth was blessed by Belphegor herself, and I have never known defeat.”

Hatchett spread her arms, and green flames concentrated into weaponry. An obsidian rapier floated vertically to her right and an obsidian kite shield hovered to her left. She didn’t take hold of them.

“There’s a first time for everything.” Clarke raised his thirstblade.

“So they say.”

“How about we kick this fight off in style?” Clarke permitted himself a cocky smile. “Fire.”

Hatchett began to tilt her head when gunfire lit her up. The Concealment spells shrouding Emma, Brooke, and Sammy dispersed, and enchanted shots blasted the vampire from all angles. Emma pumped her shotgun and fired again while Brooke and Sammy unloaded their revolvers.

Clarke unholstered his Smith & Wesson Model 500.

Hatchett flailed about under the onslaught, arms raised to cover her face, kite shield spinning reflexively around her as spells like Cripple, Agonize, and Break assaulted her. Her armor and natural resistances were too strong for the spells to take full effect, but some measure of their debuffs leaked through her defenses alongside the physical force of each blow.

Then the first bullet from Clarke’s gun struck her. The Explosion spell blew her back, and she hit the ground on her side, skidding to a halt.

Brooke holstered her empty firearm and charged in with Sammy close behind. The nearly naked slime girl slipped the gun into her chest and transformed her fists into huge mallets. Emma pumped her shotgun again and blasted the grounded vampire.

“You insects!” Hatchett raged, green energy exploding from her body.

The shockwave slammed Brooke and Sammy the hardest. The force threw the slime girl back, but Brooke lowered her stance and powered through. She closed on the vampire in a low sprint and dove, claws extended, jaw wide.

Hatchett flung a ball of ghost fire, and the projectile hit Brooke with a sharp snap-flash. The explosion launched the werewolf, and she arced back through the air and landed somewhere in the woods.

The vampire climbed to her feet, one eye blazing with green fire, the other dark and bleeding down her cheek.

“Brooke!” Clarke called out, but there was no time for an answer as Hatchett threw another green fireball. This one slammed into the ground near Emma and sundered the very earth under her feet. Dirt and rock exploded upward amidst terrible corpse fire, and the succubus flew back, her Sanguine Shield flashing around her body.

“Eat this!” Sammy’s massive fist smashed into Hatchett’s face. The vampire’s jaw flew wide, almost to the point of dislocation, and she staggered back, but not before her floating rapier twirled around, slashing clean through Sammy.

Green lightning crackled through the slime girl’s pink body, and two pieces dropped to the ground in twitching puddles.

“It hurts!” she cried. “It hurts!”

Clarke clenched a fist, and his bond rings glowed red. He knew through the rings that all three women were alive, but both Brooke and Sammy had been injured, and he gifted a portion of his own life to each woman, then spent even more on his own spells. He folded his wings and dove, Boosted sword ready.

Hatchett caught sight of him, and her rapier spun to meet him. The two weapons clashed, green and red lightning arcing into the pavement. Chunks of the road exploded upward, and Clarke pressed the attack, knocking the rapier back and swinging for Hatchett’s torso.

Her shield rotated around, and his blade gonged against it. Obsidian cracked, and his thirstblade blazed bright. But Hatchett’s defenses held long enough for her to snarl at him and ready another fireball. She threw this one at her feet, and the explosion blew outward in a ring around her.

Clarke found himself catapulted into the air, his shield flickering sporadically. He spread his wings and steadied himself.

Emma fired from the edge of the road, and buckshot rained against the vampire. She squinted in pain.

Sammy reformed, first into a singular puddle that then rose into a vague humanoid. The shape formed an arm, and this arm followed through with a vicious uppercut that clapped against Hatchett’s lower jaw. The impact threw her head back, and blood and spittle flew from her lips.

Brooke charged in from behind, dashing across the road to rake savage claws across the vampire’s back. She pulled her claws out, their tiny scythes glistening in the moonlight. Hatchett screamed, back arching.

Clarke charged his sword with Boost and Sacrifice, then dove in, his blade transformed into a bar of white light. He swung at Hatchett, and she countered with her shield. His blade crashed against her defenses, and white-hot lines branched across the shield like a glowing spider web.

The shield shattered into obsidian shards, and Clarke bored in. Hatchett brought her rapier up in the nick of time, backpedaling desperately from the blood knight. Clarke’s blade cut through the rapier; the tip flew high and he slashed through the vampire’s chest.

Hatchett fell back, her one eye wide in disbelief. She dropped to the ground and touched the glowing tear in her chest with a trembling hand.

“It can’t end like this …” she gasped as the wound bulged. White light shot through her like veins. Her mouth gaped in a soundless cry, and smoke rose from her throat. The green light in her good eye faded. She shuddered, chest rising, bloating.

And then she burst into a fountain of blood and guts that splattered all of them.

Clarke took a deep breath, and drank in the vampire’s polluted life force. He let the essence replenish his own reserves and then channeled a measured portion to his lovers. He sensed the easing of their wounds and breathed a sigh of relief.

Brooke gave him a nod of appreciation, and Sammy flashed a quick thumbs-up. They’d slain another vile killer and had passed through the ordeal relatively unscathed. Their powers and teamwork had grown—even in the short time since their battle with Alant—and he closed his eyes to revel in their success.

Emma broke the moment when she tried to shake the gore off her arm.

“Eww. Does this happen often?”

“Kind of.” Sammy shrugged. “You get used to it.”

“Come on!” Brooke walked up, lips curled into a broad, wolfish grin. “It wouldn’t be a proper fight if Clarke didn’t explode the shit out of something!”

“So I see.” Emma frowned at her blood-soaked clothes. “Perhaps I should stand farther back next time.”

Clarke chuckled. He wiped his hand off with the tattered remains of his shirt then pulled out his phone.

“Who are you calling?” Emma asked.

“Hepatica.” His sweeping gesture encompassed the bloody, cratered road and the two smoking cars. “Someone needs to clean up this mess, and it’s not going to be us.”


Thirteen


Hepatica slid a facedown sheet of paper across the table, then leaned back and folded her arms under her breasts.

“What’s this?” Clarke picked it up and turned it over.

“My bill.”

He met Hepatica’s violet gaze, framed by halfmoon glasses that hung low on her nose.

“Surprised?” the witch asked.

“Not really,” Clarke sighed more than said.

It was Monday, the day after they defeated Jezebel Hatchett, though the long nights had blurred his memories of the week. He sat across from Hepatica in the mansion’s dining room, the ladies of Broken Fang seated or standing nearby.

The only surprise participant was Linda Sarkany. The dragonkin had assisted the coven in organizing their latest coverup, and Hepatica had invited her to this meeting with Clarke’s permission.

He skimmed down to the bottom line, and his eyebrows rose.

“There was a bit more cleanup needed than usual,” Hepatica said, perhaps sensing his unspoken question. “Between the wrecked cars, the bodies, the craters, the huge pillar of smoke that could be seen for miles, and all the explosions going off—both magical and mundane—the demihumans on the Chester Creek police force took … extra convincing this time.”

“Such is the cost of doing business in this city,” Clarke said in a resigned tone.

“And keeping that business secret,” Linda added. “There always seems to be another palm that needs greasing.”

“Fair enough.” Clarke handed the sheet to his left. “Sammy? Please reach out to your parents. See if they’ll cover these expenses for us.”

The slime girl took the sheet and glanced over it with a studious air. She snorted when she reached the bottom.

“Sure, Mom and Dad can handle a piddly bill like this, no problem. You know the Eloise coffers are open to Broken Fang, right?”

“I know,” Clarke replied, “and I greatly appreciate their generosity, but also I don’t want to abuse it.”

“You’re not.” Sammy folded the page and stuffed it in a pocket. “Trust me, this is a rounding error to them. And even if it was a problem, I know the magic phrase to open their wallets. It’s ‘We slayed another bloodsucker!’”

“That you did.” Hepatica nodded approvingly. “Though, I’m afraid this merely postpones the inevitable. With two dead d-hunters, the Academy of Silence will begin taking a stronger interest in this city.”

“How soon before they send another hunter?” Clarke asked.

“Hard to say.” Hepatica turned to Linda, and the dragonkin shrugged.

“It depends on when Hatchett was due to report back. Days? Weeks? Longer, if we’re lucky, but when the Academy does find out, they’ll send more than one hunter. Probably a team of three. That’s how I’ve seen them operate in the past, escalating their response until the problem is dead and gone. If you intend to open the path to the Portal of Gold, now is the time to do it.”

“Then we need to prioritize reaching the Portal before the vampires do.” Clarke swept his gaze across the table. “Both Hatchett and Alant possessed at least a partial picture, and we can’t discount the possibility they reported their findings back to the Academy.”

“That may be the case,” Linda admitted, “but it’s not as certain as you might think. Recall how we identified Hatchett’s movements because she was retracing Alant’s steps? Why would she need to do that if he’d reported everything back to the Academy? Likewise, when she did learn about the doors, would she have kept it to herself in the hopes of gaining greater power?”

“Either way, we need to put this respite to good use.” Clarke lowered his head in thought, then looked back up. “Let’s say Hatchett didn’t tell the Academy about the doors. We know Hatchett was using Oakdale Regional as a base. She may have kept a grimoire there. I doubt it would be her primary, but the book may contain a log of her investigation here in Chester Creek.”

“Ah, I see.” Emma pushed her glasses up. “And that log might contain clues we don’t have.”

“Like how Alant’s floozies got through the White Door,” Sammy added.

“And we’d be keeping that knowledge out of the Academy’s hands,” Clarke said. “This way, we can buy ourselves more time by making the trail harder to follow.”

“An excellent idea.” Ashley’s halo brightened. “Here’s my suggestion: Give me some time to analyze the Wards around Oakdale Regional. I should Dispel or at least weaken them before you head in.”

“And after that”—Sammy nudged Clarke—“you and I can handle the infiltration. I’ll start working on our costumes.”

“Uh …”

An image of Sammy in a nurse fetish outfit flashed through his mind, complete with diamond-shaped cleavage window and garter straps holding up her white stockings.

“Not the …” he began, and Sammy laughed.

“No.” She leaned in and whispered sultrily. “That one I save for your eyes only.”

“Good. Then I’ll leave the prep to you. Ashley, let us know when we’re clear to head in.” He glanced around the table. “In the meantime, there’re still the Black and Green Doors to open. How are we there?”

“Progress has been slow,” Emma said. “The circle we crafted around the Black Door has provided some insight into what the solution might be, but we’re struggling to pull it all together. To be honest, Ashley did too good a job when she crafted them twenty years ago.”

“Sorry about that.” Ashley’s halo dimmed.

“Don’t worry, Clarke.” Ixia gestured to indicate herself, the succubus, and the angel. “Emma and I will head out to The Establishment first thing in the morning, and I’ll drag my sisters along for the ride. Ashley can join us once she has the Ward situation sorted out. We won’t stop until we’ve cracked that door wide open for you, and that’s a promise.”

“Thank you.” Clarke nodded to them. “I appreciate all your hard work. Keep it up.”

“Will do.” Ixia smiled warmly. “You can count on us.”

“I know I can.” He turned to Brooke. “Finally, we need to follow up with the Sandovals.”

“Not a problem,” the wolf girl replied. “I’ll check on how they’re doing.”

“Actually …” Linda sat forward, fingers knitted on the table. “I’d like to offer my services here.”

“Oh?” Clarke replied. “In what way?”

“I’m trusted within the shifter community—with werewolves especially, given who my late husband was—and I have some skill with magic.”

“Some?” Hepatica snorted out a laugh. “You’re being modest.”

“My point is even with Hatchett dead, the Charm spells will still hold sway over the Sandoval pack. They’ll fade over time, but that process can be hastened with the right counter-spells. Plus, someone needs to help them through a … rough detox period, shall we say. I can handle all of that for you.”

“I see.” Clarke met Brooke with a questioning gaze, and the wolf girl nodded.

“Linda’s right. The Charm spells are a problem. All I can realistically do is beat some sense into them.”

“That would help break the Charms,” Linda noted with a quick rap of her nails, “but there are more elegant solutions.”

“Very well,” Clarke said. “Linda, we’ll leave the Sandovals in your care. And with that, I believe we’ve covered every⁠—”

“Hold it!” Sammy said. “Sorry, Clarke, but I need to intervene here.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Us.” Sammy swept her hand across the table. “We just faced another d-hunter in the span of a few weeks. Yes, we need to stay on top of things, but we also need to recharge our batteries.”

“Okay. That’s fair. What did you⁠—”

“And on that note,” Sammy continued, “I’m putting my polymorphic foot down. No one is doing any work tonight. We’re taking a breather. Hell, we’re going to celebrate this victory!” She grinned broadly at them. “And I know just the way.”
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“Uh!” Sammy flopped back in her recliner, arms sagging until her knuckles touched the floor. “What is with this scenario?”

“What are you complaining about?” Ashley asked from behind her Game Master screen. “This was your idea.”

Lavishly-painted cavern terrain took up most of the table, and the hand-high miniatures of steampunk robots were positioned in a wide arc around a huge purple dragon, its wings spread grandly, mouth roaring.

The savory aroma of piping-hot cheese sandwiches filled the air. Emma had grilled several variants for their night including garlic aioli with mozzarella, pimento cheese with bacon, and cheddar cheese topped with sauteed pickles. Clarke had been surprised by that last option. He’d never considered adding pickles to grilled cheese, but the result had been so delicious he’d ordered seconds.

“I know,” Sammy replied to Ashley, “but I didn’t think we’d be stuck doing this!”

“Are you going to roll or not?”

“Do I have to?”

“Technically no.” Ashley sat up straighter. “But if you want to win, then you need to complete the objective.”

“The objective can bite my toxic ass!”

“It’s not that bad,” Emma said with a sultry smile. “In fact, it’s a nice change of pace.”

“You would say that.” Sammy rolled her eyes. “Look, I play Titan Mage to fight badass monsters and upgrade my mech. Not this!” She gestured with both hands to the dragon model.

“You can forfeit your action this turn if you like,” Ashley pointed out.

“Come on, Sammy,” Ixia said, readying her own dice. “Just roll already.”

“You sure we can’t just blast the dragon instead?”

“Not if we want the optimal ending. We get more loot that way.”

“Fine.” Sammy scooped up her D20. “I roll …” She paused to shake her head in disbelief. “… to seduce the dragon.”

“How do you plan to attempt this?” Ashley asked.

“By talking to her.”

“Then roll, please.”

Sammy tipped her hand over. The die clattered across the terrain, lodging itself within a “bottomless” cleft.

Everyone leaned in except Ashley, who sat expectantly behind her screen.

“I rolled a nine.” The slime girl looked up.

“What did you say to the dragon?”

“I don’t know. Something seductive. Does a nine cut it?”

“It does not,” Ashley replied blandly. “Ultranoth the Organized remains unmoved by your attempts to woo her. However, I’ll allow you to enhance your roll with a performance.”

“A … what now?”

“You may act out your attempt at seduction.”

“You want me to try and woo you?”

“The dragon, Sammy. Woo the dragon.”

“But you’re controlling her. This is all kinds of awkward. Clarke is watching.”

“It’s just roleplay,” Clarke said. “I say go for it.”

“I, well …” Sammy blushed all over. “Do I have to?”

“Not if you’re happy with a failed roll,” Ashley said.

Ixia leaned close to the slime girl and whispered: “Fat loot drops.”

“Fine, okay. Let me think.” She cleared her throat, placed a hand on her hips, and thrust out her chest. “Why, hello there, Ultranoth. What nice, err, scales you have.”

Everyone at the table stared at the slime girl in disbelief.

Except for Ixia, who began shaking with silent laughter.

Ashley sighed. “I’ll add a one for the effort.”

“Is that enough?”

“No.”

“Can I try to seduce the dragon?” Emma asked.

“When it’s your turn. Ixia, you’re up.”

“Good.” Sammy sat back. “If anyone can save us from this scenario, it’s Miss Min-Max.”

“I’m sorry, but that’s Mrs. Min-Max, thank you very much.” Ixia presented the ring on her left hand. “I’m a married woman now.”

“Just seduce the dragon already.”

“Ixia?” Ashley prompted.

“I’m going to spend three Fuel on Create Swiftmetal Artifact.” She removed three tokens from the stack beside her dice tray. “The artifact I’m creating is a giant bouquet of flowers.”

“Swiftmetal extrudes from the left wrist port of Titan Effervescent Glitch. You guide the material with your Matter Magic to take the form of a giant, silvery bouquet.”

“Next, I’m going to use my move to approach Ultranoth.” Ixia placed her titan model in front of the dragon. “And finally, I will present the bouquet and attempt to seduce her.”

“Roll please.”

Ixia rubbed her D20 between both palms and dropped it in the tray. She inspected the result.

Her face darkened.

“Critical fail. I rolled a one.”

“Ultranoth is not simply unimpressed by your overtures but insulted as well.” Ashley rolled several dice behind her screen. “She swipes at you, claws rending through your front armor with ease. Her attack inflicts Gravitic Knockback and sends you flying. Your titan collides with the back wall, and you suffer additional impact damage. You lose twenty-four hit points in total.”

“Oof!” Ixia marked the damage on her character sheet.

“I guess dragons don’t like metal flowers,” Emma said.

“It seemed like a good idea in my head. Oh well.”

“Brooke?” Ashley prompted. “You’re up next.”

The wolf girl didn’t say anything, merely stared at her character sheet with eyes that didn’t see. She’d been a boisterous participant up to this point, but now her thoughts had drifted elsewhere.

Clarke opened his mind to her emotions. He had to sort through the ambience—Sammy’s overblown frustration, Ixia’s sharp attentiveness, Emma’s playful nature—but he managed to parse through the noise to sample Brooke’s mind-state.

He discovered a well of sadness within her, deep and dark, its intensity taking him by surprise. Where had this come from, and how had he failed to see it take hold?

He caught Emma’s eye.

The succubus frowned worriedly. She’d sensed the sudden shift as well.

“Sorry. I …” Brooke shook herself. “What are we doing again? Fighting a dragon?”

“Seducing one,” Sammy corrected. “And doing a piss-poor job of it.”

“Okay,” Brooke replied halfheartedly. “What do you need me to do?”

“You can⁠—”

“Hold up,” Clarke interrupted, and the room fell silent at his serious tone. He met the wolf girl’s uncertain gaze. “Brooke, is something wrong?”

It took her a while to respond, and when she did her ears sagged.

“Yeah.” She rested a hand against her stomach. “You could say that.”

“What’s wrong?” Sammy asked, all her gaming frustrations evaporating, leaving only genuine concern for her fellow wife.

“It’s …” Brooke swallowed. “It’s nothing.”

“Clearly it’s not!” Sammy replied, perhaps too sharply, but then her face softened. “Come on, girl. You can tell us.”

“I …”

“Would it be all right if I tell them?” Emma asked.

Brooke hesitated for almost half a minute, but then she nodded, and Emma faced the others.

“It’s her estrus. She feels it coming on, changing her body. I’d guess it’s only a few days away.”

“Her estrus?” Sammy asked.

“Heat,” Emma clarified. “She’s about to become fertile.”

“You mean like a wolf?”

“Pretty much. Female werewolves share the same reproductive rhythm as wolves, which has her entering a cycle of heat once a year.”

“And it only lasts a few days,” Brooke added softly. “A week, tops.”

“Okay,” Sammy said, “but why is this a problem? I’m missing something here.”

“It’s …”

“Brooke?” Clarke sat forward. “Would it be all right if I share what we discussed with the others?”

“Uh, yeah.” She nodded. “Yeah, go ahead. Words aren’t happening right now, but I’m okay with you telling them.”

“Thank you.” He faced the others. “Brooke wants a child.”

“Well, of course she does.” Sammy snorted out a quick laugh. “I mean, we all do, right?”

“You’d better believe it,” Emma agreed. “Just the thought of bearing the fruit of his loins makes me …” She closed her eyes and shuddered rapturously, hugging her chest.

“I’m good for a while.” Ixia patted her baby bump. “Someone else can go next. Might as well be Brooke.”

“But that’s the thing.” The wolf girl looked up. “I want to, but I shouldn’t. Not yet.”

“Ah.” Ixia nodded. “I get you. All the concerns surrounding my own child are still there. Plus, how being pregnant will take you out of the fight for a couple months at least.”

“That’s not something we can afford right now,” Clarke said, trying to soften his words. “Not with the threat of d-hunters hanging over our heads, not to mention whatever challenges await us behind the other two doors. All of us need to be in top form.”

“I know.” Brooke lowered her gaze. “And I thought I’d accepted where we were and what I can and can’t have right now. But then I felt my first heat pang of the year, and it all hit harder than I expected.”

“Then just wait until next year,” Sammy said. “Problem solved.”

“But what if we can’t?” Brooke’s shoulders slumped. “What if … something happens to Clarke?”

Grim silence fell over the table.

“I have no intention of dying anytime soon,” Clarke said after a while. “But we all know the risks. We all know I’m a priority target for any d-hunter. But that said, Brooke, I give you my word we’ll find a way to make this work. Now may not be the right time, but it will come, and when it does we’ll both know it. I’m certain of this.”

“Thank you …” Brooke smiled weakly.

Sammy rapped her knuckles against the table.

“Not to continue this downer topic, but how about this? What if we freeze some of Clarke’s sperm as a backup plan?” The slime girl shrugged. “I know it’s not perfect, but …”

“It’s not an ideal solution on several levels,” Ixia explained. “For one, a child conceived in that manner won’t inherit any of Clarke’s blood magic.”

“Really?” Sammy’s brow crinkled. “I didn’t know that.”

“There’s a magical component to sex with mages. Demihumans, too, for that matter. Trust me on this one.”

“Well, you would know.”

“What about a potion?” Clarke asked the witch. “You and I drank a fertility potion that day. Would something similar help here? Say, a potion that helps Brooke manage her heat cycle? Letting her trigger it at a time of her choosing?”

Brooke’s ears perked up, but then sagged slowly when she caught the witch’s doubtful eyes.

“I don’t know.” Ixia ran a thoughtful finger across her lower lip. “We don’t get a lot of fertility potion requests from werewolves. One, because most werewolves don’t have problems in that department, and two, there’s something of a cultural component. Werewolves abide by cycles—the moon, the year—and breaking from that isn’t natural to them.”

“But could you?” Brooke asked hopefully. Her tail flicked across the back of her chair.

“Maybe. Like I said, the question doesn’t come up often, and in the rare cases it does, the potions enhance an existing estrus.” The witch looked up. “Let me do some research, maybe pick my mom’s brain. At a basic level, I think Clarke’s right. There’s got to be a brew out there that’ll either let you extend your heat cycle or trigger it early.”

Brooke beamed at her. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.” Ixia returned the smile. “We ladies need to look out for each other, so rest easy. I absolutely have your back.”

The night settled down after that, and Brooke once again participated in her usual, boisterous manner. As the hours grew late, Clarke noticed how the wolf girl’s gaze kept flashing toward him. Her yellow eyes were bright and lively once more, less burdened by her earlier worries.

She was still concerned about the future—Clarke didn’t need Empathy to see that—but the existence of other options, other paths forward beyond waiting a whole year, had relieved some of her stress, and now her eyes were filled with a far different emotion:

Rampant sexual desire.
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“Whoa!”

Brooke pounced onto Clarke, and he landed on the bed. She pinned his arms, straddling him, her gaze ferocious, tail wagging.

“I love you,” she breathed more than said, then bent down to kiss him. Their lips met, their tongues dueled, and she broke away with a hungry grin. “I love how you care so much for me, for us.”

“Ixia’s the one who has to figure out the potion.”

“True, but it was your idea.” She drew closer to drape her body atop his, her huge breasts smooshed against his chest. “I find your thoughtfulness so. Unbelievably. Sexy.”

They kissed again, long and rough and wild, as if both were competing to see who was the most excited. Brooke ground her hips against him, dry humping his now aching crotch. She broke away, her lips less than an inch from his.

“And I love this, too.” She reached down and stroked him—a soft caress to serve as a deceptive prelude to rambunctious, chaotic sex. He knew what to expect from Brooke by now, how sometimes she needed to let all her pent-up energy loose, and the intercourse that followed could be likened to a car crash.

Well, he’d survived one of those already this week. What was one more at this point?

She placed her hands atop his shoulders and then raked her claws down his chest. The razor-sharp tips shredded his shirt, but failed to pierce his magically-infused skin. She grabbed fistfuls of the tattered garment and flung them aside.

“I liked that shirt,” he said dryly.

“I’ll make you forget all about it.” She ran her hands over his muscles, exploring each crease and crevice. Her hands reached his belt, and she grinned, growling hungrily. With a quick jerk, she ripped his belt and jeans apart with a loud tearing of fabric. She sat back, still straddling his legs, and ran her fingers over his prominent bulge.

“And the pants,” he added with a teasing smile. “I liked those, too.”

“You won’t care about your wardrobe when I’m done with you.”

She tugged his boxers down, yellow eyes bright in the bedroom gloom. She let him twitch to full prominence, and then took him into her mouth.

Clarke closed his eyes, enjoying the warm, wet embrace of her mouth as she swallowed half of him. She paused there, struggled with his next inch, then pulled back.

She swirled her tongue around the tip. He opened his eyes, and she made a show of licking her lips before deepthroating him again. She held him in her mouth, then drew back and repeated the motion. Each plunge was faster and harder than the last until she was fucking him with her mouth.

She reached underneath and squeezed his butt cheeks, claws poking but not hurting. With all the shifter magic he’d absorbed, there wasn’t much she could do to him that caused him genuine alarm.

She pistoned up and down his cock, taking him a deeper with each hot, frenetic plunge, and his glans struck the back of her throat over and over again. She swallowed him one last time, driving him deeper into her throat, forcing herself to take more of him, until his girth won and she pulled back up with a relieved gasp.

She draped body over his again, took hold of the back of his head, and brought his lips close.

“I need you,” she moaned breathlessly, grinding her clothed crotch against his exposed member. “I need you inside of me so bad.”

He grabbed the back of her head and tugged her close. He pressed his lips against hers, and she devoured him with her tongue, the urgency of her desire plain with every trembling breath.

She meant those words.

No, it was more than that this time. She felt them, through every inch of skin, every muscular cord, every neural synapse. Her entire body ached with the need to join with him, to pleasure him and to receive delicious release in return.

Clarke ran his hands up the sides of her hips and then underneath her shirt. Together they pulled it off. She tossed it aside and then she reached back and unclasped her bra.

Her bountiful chest bounced free. He cupped one breast, thumb playing across her nipple, and took the other into his mouth.

“Yes,” she moaned. She grabbed the back of his head and pressed him deeper into her soft mounds. His tongue danced across her areola, flicked and teased her nipple, all while he kneaded her flesh with one hand.

She sucked in a sharp breath and pulled back.

“More,” she growled, the word rumbling deep in her chest. “I need more.”

She gripped the front of her jean shorts and slipped clawed thumbs behind the waist band. The muscles in her arms bulged, and she ripped her shorts off and tossed the ruined halves to either side. Her panties met the same fate as a brief, shredded afterthought.

“Did you like those?” he asked in a playful tone.

“They were in the way.”

She shoved him onto his back, took hold of his root, and then guided the tip to the tiny rosebud of her backdoor. As usual, she’d prepared herself thoroughly, and she groaned as he penetrated deep into her well-lubricated ass.

What followed could loosely be called “sex” because it met certain basic criteria. But that simple word didn’t do the frantic, desperate pounding true justice. Brooke rode him hard and fast until he shot his first load into her. That might have been enough for a human couple, but not a werewolf and a blood knight whose body was enriched with so much magic. His cock remained rock hard as he flipped her over and pounded her into the bed.

The mattress groaned in protest as they fucked the night away. They switched positions, and he railed her ass from behind, her breasts swaying like firm, round pendulums. She gasped in ecstatic pleasure with each deep thrust, and after that she mounted him again, riding him with her back turned. Her tail swished across his chest as she took his full length with each plunge of her ass.

He pinned her to the wall and took her that way, and then she countered by fucking him on the floor. Clarke mixed his Fly magic into their lovemaking, and their antics intensified throughout the night. The bed, the walls, and even the ceiling all took damage.

A simple word like sex didn’t do it justice, nor did it seem fair to liken their antics to a car crash. It was more like a jet fighter hitting its afterburners and ramming full-force into the side of a mountain.

Their lovemaking was as much sex as that was flight.

But even Brooke’s carnal lust had limits, and eventually Clarke wore her down, sating her in mind and body. She curled up with him on the bed, skin slick and shining with sweat, a content smile gracing her lips.

She snuggled up to him, his arm cradling her head against his chest, her leg draped over his. She closed her eyes, whispered one last “I love you,” and then drifted off into peaceful slumber.


Fourteen


Clarke and Sammy strode down the bright, clean corridor with the casual indifference of people who belonged there.

Even though they absolutely did not.

Ashley had battered the Wards around Oakdale Regional into submission, casting her long-range Dispels freely now that detection was no longer a concern. It took her only a few hours to wreck the hospital Wards, and now it was Clarke and Sammy’s turn.

Clarke wore a black suit with a dark purple tie, fists clenched, ID swaying from his lanyard. His sharp facial features emphasized the unfriendly scowl, purple skin giving way to long ears, white hair tied back in a ponytail. Sammy strode a few steps behind him, clad in a black dress with a stack of folders clutched under an arm. Her short blonde hair dipped at an angle across her unnaturally beautiful face, partially obscuring one eye. Her lips were a severe line.

Clarke took a left, following Ashley’s instructions on where the Wards had been strongest. A nurse passed them, her bushy hair shot with gray.

“Administrator Pryce?” The woman’s eyes widened, her voice edged with subtle fear. “And Hatchett? I thought you two were on vacation.”

Clarke met her with penetrating red eyes but said nothing. That struck him as the way a bastard like Pryce would treat his master’s food. The sharp stare worked, and the nurse frowned worriedly and hurried past them.

The woman hadn’t noticed his dark elf features; vampiric hexes twisted the occult into the mundane, but the disguise was still important. If it had been incomplete—a more natural coloration instead of purple, for example—the woman would have known something was off, even if she couldn’t put her finger on what precisely was wrong.

Clarke pushed through a set of double doors and marched past the nurses’ station. One of the women glanced up and gasped. The sharp inhale drew the attention of two more nurses, and their combined anxiety shot through Clarke’s senses. He cut rapidly through the examination rooms, and Sammy came up alongside him once they were alone.

“I get the feeling these two weren’t regulars in this part of the hospital,” she whispered.

“Can’t be helped,” he whispered back. “We don’t know our way around or what their daily habits were like. If someone confronts us, we’ll bluff our way past.”

“I doubt that’ll be necessary.” Sammy glanced over her shoulder. “Did you see the way they looked at us?”

“Yeah. Hard to miss.”

“What did those two do here?”

“Nothing good.”

Clarke picked up a conversation from down the hall. He held a finger up to his lips, and Sammy nodded. They passed a doctor in a white coat discussing something on his clipboard with a nurse. The nurse patted his arm urgently, and the doctor looked up with a start. He gulped once he recognized them.

“Sir? Ma’am?” The doctor nodded to each of them. “Aren’t you supposed to be⁠—”

“We’re back early.” Clarke made a sharp gesture to his side. “Out of our way.”

“Of course, sir!” The doctor put his back to the wall, clutching his clipboard protectively. He and the nurse watched Clarke and Sammy pass with wide, worried eyes.

“I hate that we’re doing this,” Clarke grumbled under his breath once they were alone again, “but it is the easiest way to get what we want.”

“We can rest easy knowing the real ones are dead.” Sammy checked the room numbers. “Not much farther now.”

“Four forty-eight. Four fifty.” Clarke stopped in front of an archival storeroom. “Four fifty-two.”

He tried the knob, but only managed to wiggle it. He pantomimed unlocking the door with his own set of keys and cast Minor Telekinesis. The lock clicked open, and they both slipped in.

Clarke shut the door behind them. Sammy flipped the wall switch, and fluorescent lights revealed rows of filing cabinets, disorderly shelves packed with hundreds of disk cases, and tall stacks of boxes overflowing with papers. One of the lights buzzed and flickered.

“What a mess.” Sammy planted her fists on her hips. “You’d think they’d have a better system than this.”

Clarke held out his arm and spread his fingers. “You feel that?”

“Feel what?” She frowned at his extended arm. “The air?”

“The remnants of a Ward. A very dangerous one.”

“I don’t feel anything.”

“The Wards we passed on the way here—what’s left of them at least—were cast to detect intruders or unfriendly magic. This one, however, was far more robust and aggressive. Hatchett would have used a disarming spell of some sort to enter this room safely.”

“Good thing Ashley softened this place up.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” Clarke lowered his arm.

“What would it have done to us had we tried to come straight here?”

“Not sure. The magic is in tatters, but it still feels sharp. Like a scalpel.”

“Seems appropriate for a hospital.”

“My guess is the magic would have flayed us alive.”

“Ouch.” Sammy winced.

“Or tried to in your case.”

“Still ouch. I don’t like being separated from my bits. There’s always something that ends up in the wrong place.” She ran a finger across one of the shelves. “Dust everywhere. Doubt this room sees much traffic.”

“Which makes it perfect for a vampire’s temporary lair. Let’s have a look around, but be careful. Don’t touch anything.”

Sammy jerked her hand back.

“Pieces of the Wards or other defenses may still be active,” he warned. “Leave them to me.”

“You’ve got it, boss.”

Clarke led them in a slow circuit around the room. He stepped carefully around the boxes and disk cases that littered its aisles, keen to the presence of hostile magic. He turned a corner near the back and came to a secluded alcove tucked behind high stacks.

Two sleeping bags were rolled out on the floor next to a cooler.

Sammy stretched her neck to peek over his shoulder.

“Cozy, I guess.”

“A veritable home away from home.” Clarke raised the cooler’s lid to find three blood bags swimming in ice water.

“Snacks for the vampire on the move?”

“Yep.”

He dropped the lid and crouched by the sleeping bags. He ran his hand over the surface, sensing an ethereal tug. Like the magical equivalent of gravity or suction. He pushed the sleeping bags into a corner.

“Find something?” Sammy asked, keeping her distance.

“Maybe. This feels familiar. Almost like …” He spent a sliver of his magic, letting the suction drink in the barest thread of power. An arc of runes lit on the floor, and he nodded. “A magic circle.”

“What were they using it for?”

“Not sure.” Clarke shifted to a low squat. “It’s not a spell I recognize. Why don’t you take a picture? The others should be able to tell us more.”

“Got it.” Sammy took out her phone and snapped half a dozen photos. “Circle saved.”

“That’s something, at least.” Clarke closed off the trickle of mana, and the runes began to fade. He swept his eyes over the alcove, hands resting on his knees. “Now, if I were a grimoire, where would I be hiding?”

“Maybe in plain sight? Like in a filing cabinet?”

He glanced up at her, and she shrugged.

“Just trying to help.”

“No, you could be right.” He continued his slow scan of the area, caught sight of an odd clump of hair and picked it up. “What’s this?”

“That’s not Pryce’s hair.”

“Neither did it belong to Hatchett.” Clarke held it up to the light. “It’s too dark.”

“Maybe it belonged to an unlucky victim?” Sammy suggested. “In case she was in the mood for something fresher than chilled blood bags.”

“Maybe, but I don’t think so.” He pinched the clump then dragged it through his fingers. “This feels like werewolf fur.”

“You sure?”

Clarke gave her a half smile. “I do have some experience in this department.”

“Fair point, but that’s still awfully specific of you. You sure you’re not just seeing what you expected to find?”

“There’s shifter magic in the hair.”

“Ah. Gotcha.”

“We’ll take it back. Maybe Brooke’s nose will tell us more.”

He held out the tuft. Sammy lifted her shirt and retrieved an empty duffle bag from her chest. She unzipped one of the side pockets, and stuck the fur inside.

“Now, about that grimoire.” Clarke rose and looked around. He closed his eyes and sampled the ambient magic.

The air was polluted with mana from the broken Ward. The weak charge on the magic circle added its own interference, but Clarke could sift through the noise. He was a blood knight, after all, and his sensitivity to vampiric magic was far higher than any normal mage.

He cleared his mind and stood motionless, breathing in and out with a steady rhythm. Sammy waited patiently at his side, careful to avoid any noise that might distract him. The tattered complexity of the Ward came into focus first, and he strove to filter it out, to gaze beyond it, underneath it.

An ethereal scent tickled his perception: rust and ink and the hint of blood.

He opened his eyes and approached one of the stacks. He set the top two file boxes aside, removed the lid from the third, and rummaged through old papers until he came upon a leatherbound pocket organizer.

Touching the organizer filled his senses with the taste of blood. He brought it into the light and thumbed it open. The pages were blurred by a Concealment spell, because of course they were, but this had to be it. Nothing else in the room reeked so strongly of vampiric magic.

“Hatchett’s grimoire?” Sammy asked.

“One of them.” He clapped the grimoire closed and stuffed it in a pocket. “We have what we came for. Let’s get out of here.”
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Clarke and Sammy headed to The Establishment after finishing up at Oakdale Regional. They took the stairs down to the secret basement to find Ashley, Emma, and the Greys all seated cross-legged around the Black Door, their magic circle blazing. Brooke leaned against the wall, waiting patiently.

“Hey, Clarke.” Brooke gave them a quick wave. “Sammy. How’d it go?”

“Better than expected.” Clarke retrieved the leatherbound organizer. “We found this.”

“Hatchett’s grimoire?”

“The one, but not the only. Looks like her away-from-home journal.”

“Nice!” She gave him a playful thump in the shoulder. “Way to show us up!”

“No luck on this end?”

The wolf girl shook her head, and her tail swatted the air with annoyance.

“Luck has proven to be a fickle mistress,” Ashley said from the circle, eyes closed, halo bright. “The Black Door refuses to yield its secrets.”

“And whose fault is that again?” Ixia asked, her eyes shut as well.

“Yes, we know,” Ashley replied tartly. “I can only apologize so many times.”

“You’ll figure it out,” Clarke reassured them. “I know you can. It’s only a matter of time.”

“Speaking of time …” Ixia peeked an eye open. “Can we take a breather? I’m tired, frustrated, and hungry.”

“You mean hangry?” Emma asked.

“That’s not a real word.”

“Yes, it is. It’s a state of mind, and you’re experiencing it now.” The succubus glanced at the angel. “Which is to say we should probably take a break soon.”

“Another few minutes,” Ashley replied primly. “Let me conclude this probe, then perhaps we can break for dinner.”

“Consider the motion seconded,” Emma said.

“And thirded.”

“‘Thirded’?” Emma quirked an eyebrow at the witch. “Is that a real word?”

“It is if it gets me fed sooner.”

Clarke stepped away from the circle and waved for Brooke to join him.

“Sammy and I found something else. Sammy, can you show her?”

“Got it right here.” The slime girl pulled the folded duffle bag out of her chest and retrieved the tuft of fur from the side pocket. “Here you go, Brooke.”

“Can you tell us what it’s from?” Clarke added.

“Should be able to.” Brooke held the swatch of fur to her nose and sniffed. “Male werewolf. Probably a Sandoval. That pack has a distinct scent. Most do, though sometimes the lines can get a little blurry, especially from one generation to the next as new blood marries into the pack.” She drew in another deep breath. “Could be Mason. There’s a hint of his cigar smoke on the fur, though that could be from proximity.”

“A second-hand scent?” Clarke asked.

“Something like that. Where’d you find this?”

“In Hatchett’s lair, right next to a magic circle and some sleeping bags. There wasn’t much else there besides the grimoire and a cooler full of iced blood bags. Not sure what the circle was for, but Sammy snapped a picture for our team of resident magic experts.”

Clarke, Brooke, and Sammy waited for the others to finish. True to her word, Ashley let the circle’s light fade a few minutes later. Clarke helped Ixia to her feet, and the whole team gathered around him.

“Sammy? The pictures?”

“Got it right here.” Sammy brought up one of the pictures and held out her phone.

The angel, succubus, and all three witches crowded in for a good look.

“Charm,” Emma said. “No mistaking it.”

“Agreed, but …” Ixia frowned. “There’s something off about it. Do you see this band of runes on the left? What are those for?”

“They appear to be runes associated with shifter magic,” Ashley said.

Ixia slanted her head. “Okay, yeah, now I see it.”

“A Charm spell refined to work best on shifters?” Emma suggested.

“Looks like,” Ixia agreed. “Which makes sense, given the issues surrounding the Sandovals.”

“But why would the circle be there?” Clarke pointed at the picture.

“What do you mean?” Ixia asked.

“I mean its location in the hospital. If that circle was used to Charm one or more Sandovals, then why place it on a hospital’s fourth floor? Wouldn’t that make it harder for Hatchett to Charm them since she’d have to get them to the circle in the first place?”

“You raise a valid point.” Emma tapped her lips thoughtfully. “It could be Hatchett used a lesser spell first, like Persuade. She could have used that to get her victims to the circle. Having a circle would definitely have made Charming them easier.”

“Okay.” Clarke frowned. “I can see that.”

“You don’t sound convinced, though.”

“It’s not that I don’t agree with you. It’s just that parts of what happened aren’t sitting well with me. We have all this evidence that Hatchett Charmed multiple werewolves. And yet, when she faced us near the mansion, she came at us alone. Where was her furry backup?”

“A good question.” Ashley’s halo brightened as she pondered the situation. “Thinking back, we know Pryce was speeding toward the mansion. Therefore, we can assume he had some motive for his unusual urgency.”

“That seems simple enough,” Emma replied. “He knew, or at least suspected, where to find Alant’s killer.”

“Not necessarily,” Ashley said. “There’s also the Scepter of Bone to consider.”

“But the scepter is in the most heavily Warded room in the mansion.”

“Yes, but we also used it to investigate the White Door. It’s unlikely but still possible the scepter was detected while we had it outside the mansion.”

“I don’t know.” Emma crossed her arms. “That can explain why Pryce showed up alone; he was acting as a scout. But once he met resistance, it would have made sense for Hatchett to gather her forces, just like Clarke said.”

“Perhaps—”

“Maybe I can help you there.”

Clarke whirled around to find Linda sweeping toward them from the bottom of the stairs.

Wow, he thought. She’s quiet when she wants to be. I didn’t hear her coming, and I don’t think Brooke heard her either.

The dragonkin gave him a warm smile, her one eye glinting with mischief. She knew exactly what she’d pulled off, and Clarke sensed this small display was for his benefit.

Was she trying to impress him?

That tracked. She hadn’t been shy about flirting with him, though the appearance of a second d-hunter had pushed that topic to the side.

Not anymore, it seemed.

“Hello, Linda.” He gave her a curt nod.

“Clarke,” she replied with her own dip of the head. “The reason none of the Sandovals participated in that fight was because Hatchett had them searching the city for the Black Door. They were spread all over the place, and unlike her, none of them can fly. If I were to guess, I’d say she thought she could take you alone and didn’t want to risk losing your trail by gathering her forces first.”

“How is the pack?” Brooke asked, ears low with worry.

“As well as can be expected.” Linda’s expression softened. “Over a dozen of them were Charmed, and most of those are back home resting. I haven’t had any trouble countering the spells, mind you, but I also want to avoid any more magical shocks to their systems. That’s why I’m taking it slow. I’ll be back over there tomorrow for another round of therapy. Give me a few more days to manage their magical ‘hangovers,’ and the pack should be up and about, good as new. Except for poor Richard, of course.”

“Of course.” Brooke took a deep breath. “Still, it’s good to hear the pack will be back on its feet soon.”

“That they will be. You have my word.” Linda clasped her hands together. “Now, my keen sense as a hostess tells me there’s a problem here that needs solving. How about I open up one of the party rooms and let you all order anything you like, my treat?”

“Yes, please!” Ixia exclaimed, her words accompanied by nods, grins, and eager sounds of affirmation from the whole team.
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Linda escorted them to a huge lounge on the second floor. She summoned a pair of waiters to take their orders while a hostess brought out freshly baked bread and a selection of appetizers. Emma came up beside Clarke while everyone was settling in. The succubus waggled her eyebrows then bobbed her head toward Linda.

“You think?” he asked quietly.

“I don’t think. I know.” Emma grinned, almost bouncing on her heels. “Oh, I’m so excited for you!”

“You sure? I still can’t read her emotions.”

“That’s just dragonkin for you. They can resist a lot of magic.”

“Then how are you so sure?”

“Clarke, please.” She rested a hand against the small of his back. “I’m a succubus, remember? I don’t need magic to pick up on these signals.” She gave his butt a loving rub and took her seat.

“Everyone comfy?” Linda glanced around the table. “Good. Then, if no one minds, I have an important matter—a personal matter—I wish to discuss with all of you, Clarke especially.”

Emma caught his gaze and waggled her eyebrows again. She was practically vibrating with excitement.

“Most of you know bits and pieces of my situation,” Linda began, “but to lay it out there plainly, I’m old. Ancient, really. And in all my years I’ve never managed to conceive a child. There are a lot of reasons for this: my unusual strength as a dragonkin, the rarity of the blood that runs through my veins, and so on. I’ve explored options. A great many options, to the point where I grew sick of failure and simply gave up for a few decades. But in all that time, there’s one possibility I’ve never explored. One I believe could very well hold the key I’ve sought for so long.”

Her gaze settled upon Clarke, and he held it unwaveringly in return.

“I believe,” she continued, “a union between me and a blood knight has a very high chance of resulting in a child.”

An uneasy silence fell upon the table. Linda sat back and let the women of Broken Fang absorb her words.

“So, wait.” Sammy planted her forearm on the table. “Back up a sec. Are you suggesting we pimp Clarke out to you like some sort of stud? Because I can tell you right now that won’t happen.”

“No, nothing so crass or impersonal, I assure you.” Linda smiled thinly. “This may be a bit traditional of me, but if I’m to conceive a child, I wish to do so within the confines of a marriage.”

“Then you’re asking if you can marry him?”

“Not quite. Yes, I’m interested in Clarke as a mate. But”—Linda swept her hand to indicate the table’s occupants—“I also realize there are … gatekeepers, shall we say? Women who should be consulted before approaching him. Given that four of you are his wives, I thought it appropriate to be upfront with you about where a potential relationship might lead. And I do mean potential.”

She faced Clarke and smiled warmly.

“I suppose all I’m asking for right now is an opportunity for the two of us to get to know each other better. To test the waters of a potential relationship. To see how compatible we are.”

“You mean like a date?” Clarke replied.

Linda blinked, a look of shock fixed upon her face. Then she loosened up again.

“Yes, actually. Just like a date.” She sighed. “Sorry. I’m out of practice.”

“A date with our hubby.” Sammy shrugged and leaned back. “Well, I’m fine with this as long as Clarke is. What about the rest of you?” She caught Emma’s gaze.

“Do you really need to ask me?” the succubus replied.

“Just trying to cover all the bases.”

“Then, to be clear, I do support this. Linda would make an excellent addition to Clarke’s harem, assuming he consents, of course. But before we hear from him, I’d like to point out how Linda clearly doesn’t violate his ‘no mothers’ rule.”

Emma winked his way.

“Thank you,” Clarke said dryly. He turned to Ixia next.

“You’ll receive no complaints from me either,” the witch said.

Dahlia began to raise a hand, but Ixia smacked it down.

“Sis, you don’t get a vote.”

“Aww, but I want to be next.”

“Speaking for myself,” Brooke began, “Linda has been a good friend to the shifter community, werewolves in particular. She’s very much considered a member of the wider pack. I can’t think of any reason to object.”

“Glad to hear it.” Clarke faced Ashley.

“You wish to hear my thoughts on this?”

“I do.”

“But I’m not one of your wives.”

“Your opinion—your feelings—still matter to me. You know this.”

“I …” The angel faltered briefly, but then her halo gleamed with renewed light and she smiled at him. “Yes, I suppose I do. And as to Linda’s proposal, I can see no issues. She has been a great asset in our struggle against the vampires, both now and in the past. If a deeper, more personal bond were to grow from this, then I see no reason to get in the way.”

“The women in his life have spoken.” Linda met his gaze. “But what does the man himself say?”

“You certainly know how to be direct.”

“At my age, you learn when to cut to the chase.”

“I suppose I can’t fault you there.” He favored her with a smile. “But yes, I would love to go out on a date with you.”

“Wonderful!” The tension in her body deflated, and she fanned herself. “Whew. It’s been a while since a man made me this nervous.”

“Then I’ll do my best to make you feel more comfortable in the future.”

Food began to arrive, and the table settled in for less weighty conversation. But while everyone else dug into the appetizers, a thought tickled the back of Clarke’s mind. It grasped at mental fragments, struggling to draw them into a more complete whole.

A child.

He watched Linda as she conversed with the women in his life, saw the easy chemistry on display.

A child.

He turned to Brooke, his thoughts coalescing around her desire to bear his offspring.

A child?

Finally, his eyes fell upon Ixia and stayed there. It took a while for the witch to notice him, and her expression became confused as he stared not so much at her, but through her.

A child.

A child.

An unborn child.

A child without an age.

“That’s it!” Clarke bolted upright and extended both arms toward Ixia. “A child! The solution has been in front of us this whole time!”

“I’m sorry?” Linda blinked. “I’ve clearly missed something important. The solution to what?”

“The riddle!”

“You figured out how to open the Black Door?”

“No.” Clarke grinned excitedly. “The green one.”


Fifteen


“Why am I here again?” Ixia asked quietly. She knelt beside Clarke on the shallow grassy rise behind CCU’s administration building. Night had fallen, and yellow pools of light shone upon the empty parking lot between them and the building’s rear entrance.

Clarke dropped to one knee and faced the assembled members of Broken Fang, which this time included Ixia and her sisters. Sammy remained passably human, Emma carried her shotgun in a guitar case, and Ashley had the Scepter of Bone tucked safely in her satchel. Dahlia and Hyacinth had brought their own weaponry, but they were here to escort Ixia back to the mansion.

Assuming he was right.

“It’s quite simple,” Clarke whispered. “Ixia, you’re the key to the Green Door. Or rather, your unborn child is. Everyone, follow me.”

He led them down the hill and across the parking lot. A quick cast of Minor Telekinesis defeated the lock, and they were in. They filed quietly past vacant offices to a large storeroom, then to the stone wall at the back. Another cast of Minor Telekinesis released its unseen mechanism, and the wall slid back smoothly.

Ashley cast Shine on the walls, and they descended single file down the long flight of stairs until they reached the circular chamber at the bottom. The Green Door stood before them, its painted wood and brass handle as outwardly mundane as ever.

“Go on.” Clarke gestured Ixia forward. “Give it a try.”

“Okay.” Ixia stepped forward. Her sisters followed, weapons drawn, eyes alert for any potential danger.

There was none, as far as Clarke knew, but it didn’t hurt for them to be sure.

Ixia gripped the brass lever handle. She grimaced for a moment and then turned it with ease. She swung the door back to reveal a long, earthen passage with roots dangling from the rounded ceiling.

“It worked!” Emma grinned from ear to ear. “You figured it out, Clarke!”

“I still don’t get it,” Ixia said. “How could our child be the key?”

“It’s right there in the riddle. ‘What has a bottom at the top?’ ‘What can you hold in your right hand but never in your left?’ ‘What runs but never walks’?”

“Body parts,” Sammy said.

“Right. Put those together, and you have a human being.”

“But how do you then get to our child?” Ixia asked.

“That’s where the second riddle comes into play, and how the two interact with each other. ‘I am less than nothing. I take when I should give. I exist before the undividable. What am I’?” Clarke formed a circle with his thumb and middle finger. “The undividable is a zero.”

“Oh, gawd!” Sammy rolled her eyes. “Seriously, Ash? You brought math into this?”

“There are only so many ways I can apologize.”

“It’s all right,” Clarke went on. “The answer is a negative number.”

“But which negative?” Ixia asked.

“Doesn’t matter. Just has to be less than zero. Now combine the two.”

“A human being combined with a negative number?” Ixia pursed her lips thoughtfully, then her eyes widened.

“You see it, don’t you?” Clarke tapped the side of his head. “It was all the talk of having kids that finally did it for me. Caused the right synapses to fire.”

“I still don’t get it,” Sammy said. “A negative number of children?”

“Almost. The answer is a child with a negative age. An unborn child.” He gestured to Ixia. “A child still in the womb.”

“Yeah, I never would have figured that one out.”

“The important thing is the second door is open.” Ashley manifested her wings and halo. “And our leader has gathered us here for a clear purpose.”

Emma retrieved her shotgun from the guitar case and spread her wings. Her long, sleek tail dropped through her skirt and swept back and forth as she cast Sanguine Shield.

Brooke drew back her hoodie and transformed into a full werewolf while Sammy stripped down to her underwear, her skin changing to a bright pink.

“Your orders, Clarke?” Ashley prompted.

“My orders are simple. Dahlia, Hyacinth: escort Ixia safely back to the mansion. As for the rest of us …” He cast his own shield, snapped out his thirstblade, and pointed down the earthen tunnel. “We’re going in.”
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“Oh, wow.”

Sammy turned in a full circle, soaking in their alien surroundings.

The underground passage had led to a clearing. Bluish, knee-high grass swayed in a gentle breeze, and a lush jungle sprawled in every direction. But this was unlike any jungle Clarke had ever seen; its teal fronds were edged in a lighter turquoise. Thick vines ran across the ground, climbing tree trunks to end in giant lavender flowers. Two suns loomed high above, and the sky shimmered from something akin to an aurora borealis.

Clarke inhaled deeply. The air was sweet and pungent: the mellow scent of grass, the pleasant aroma of flowering plants⁠—

—and the distant, acrid hint of animal dung.

“Be on guard.” Brooke rubbed her muzzle. “There are strange smells everywhere. Tracks, too. Big ones. I can’t even begin to tell you what kind of creatures left them.”

“Figures there’d be beasties to contend with.” Sammy shook her head. “Where the hell are we?”

“Not on Earth,” Emma said. “That much is clear. Two suns and a crazy lightshow in the sky.”

“The Dazzling Skies,” Ashley muttered dreamily, gazing up at the strange sparkling stars that dotted the otherwise purple-blue sky.

“What was that, Ash?” Sammy said. “I couldn’t quite hear you.”

“Sorry.” The angel shook herself. “I just experienced a moment of recollection. We’re on what’s called the Monstrous Continent, an untamed land that exists beneath the Dazzling Skies.”

“Is that so?” Sammy replied matter-of-factly and looked up. “The name fits.”

“There’s a lot of jungle to search,” Brooke said. “Where do we go from here?”

“The scepter should answer that question.” Ashley unfastened the flap on her satchel and reached in when a terrible screech pierced the air.

Everyone’s eyes shot up as a distant winged creature banked over the lush treetops. The beast was reptilian, but with feathered wings and a feathery crest. It cawed again, traveling away from the party. A small figure straddled the base of its long neck, and both vanished beyond the trees soon after.

“What was that?” Sammy blurted.

“Don’t know,” Brooke replied, “but it looked like someone was riding it. Did you notice the reins and the saddle, too?”

“I did,” Clarke said. “Someone tamed that monster, that … pterodactyl?”

“Or maybe a dragon?” Brooke suggested.

“No, not a dragon,” Emma corrected. “A dragon has six limbs: two wings, two legs, and two arms. That creature only had four limbs: two legs and two wings. A wyvern, maybe?”

“Doesn’t matter what we call it.” Sammy stepped forward. “Right now, it’s not our problem. Ash? The scepter?”

“One moment, please.”

Ashley retrieved the scepter and held it out like a dowsing rod. The carved runes gave off a faint light, but brightened when she brought it around in a slow arc. The scepter’s glow peaked, then faded, and Ashley adjusted the angle until she found the brightest point.

“This way to the seal,” she said, and lowered the scepter slightly.

“We have our heading.” Clarke came alongside the angel and addressed the team. “Everyone, keep your heads on a swivel and call out anything that looks even remotely dangerous. We’ll form a loose perimeter around Ashley as we press on. Brooke, you and I are in the lead. We have the best eyes and ears, and we don’t have a clue what’s waiting for us out there. Sammy and Emma, you guard the rear.”

He surveyed the team, gauging their readiness. They replied with confident nods.

He returned his attention to the path ahead, through the dark underbelly of an alien jungle. A part of him couldn’t believe he was about to venture into the unknown beneath an alien sky.

But here he was.

“All right, everyone. Let’s move!”
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They trekked through the jungle for over an hour, their path curving around the most rugged parts of the landscape or barriers formed by dense vegetation, always following the Scepter of Bone’s runic beacon.

An oppressive fog hung low to the ground, and the heat and humidity dampened their clothes. Clarke’s shirt stuck to his chest, and sweat beaded on his forehead. Emma wiped at her brow, the sleeves of her coat tied around her hips. Sammy’s skin bore a damp sheen, and Brooke panted, tongue lolling in her jaw.

The only member of their group unfazed by the heat was Ashley, who hadn’t sweated at all, which made Clarke wonder—not for the first time—how resilient the angel actually was. He’d never seen her with so much as a scratch.

“Keep your eyes peeled for spooders,” Sammy muttered under her breath as they weaved through the jungle.

Brooke’s ears twitched, and she curled her lips back along one side of her snout.

“‘Spooders’?” the werewolf asked quietly.

“Yup. Spooders.”

Brooke eyed the slime girl. “Sammy?”

“Yeah?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know, spooders. Gotta watch out for them. Insidious little things. All creepy crawly. They’re like spiders but worse, and don’t get me started on the giant spooders!”

“I’ve never heard of a spooder.” Brooke glanced over at Emma, but the succubus shook her head.

“News to me.” Emma pushed aside a huge frond and trudged forward.

“Sammy, you’re making this up,” Brooke said.

“No, seriously. Spooders are real. Ixia told me about them. Think giant spiders, but with a Lovecraftian twist.”

“So … spiders that walk on tentacles?”

“Yeah. And a big mouth on the belly. No eyes though. No idea how they see.”

“But if it has tentacles for legs, is it really a spider?” Emma asked. “Wouldn’t that make it some weird sort of cephalopod?”

“I’m not sure we should be encouraging her,” Brooke grumbled.

“Maybe.” Emma shrugged. “But now I’m curious. From a scientific perspective. What sort of creature is a spooder?”

“A figment of Sammy’s imagination, put there by Ixia.”

“Doubt me all you want,” Sammy said. “But I have it on good, witchly authority that spooders are real. Granted, they’re rare on Earth; she said they reside on another plane of existence but can sometimes cross over.”

“Sammy.” Brooke put a massive hand on the slime girl’s shoulder. “I hate to break this to you, but Ixia’s pranking you. There’s no such thing as a spooder. And even if there was, the mage clans wouldn’t give it a lame name like that. They’d call it … I don’t know. Emma, help me out.”

“A transplanar tentacle spider.”

“Yeah, something like that.”

“Spooder’s easier to say,” Sammy replied.

“You’re not talking about a real thing.”

“Actually, she is.”

The conversation came to an abrupt halt, and everyone turned toward Ashley, Clarke included, even though he’d been doing his best to ignore the chatter and keep an eye on their surroundings. The angel adjusted the strap of her satchel and raised an eyebrow at them.

“Is something wrong?”

“Spooders are real?” Brooke asked.

“Or at least a creature very similar to what Sammy described. The name ‘spooder’ is unfamiliar to me.”

“You’ve encountered them before?”

“I … believe so?” Her halo dimmed.

“Where?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Then how do you know these spooders—or whatever they’re called—are real?”

“I just do.” Ashley returned her attention to the dark, foggy jungle, confident her statement had ended the conversation.

“See?” Sammy nudged Brooke in the arm. “Told you so. Spooders are real.”

“Guess so.”

“Maybe a little less chatter, ladies?” Clarke hacked at the undergrowth with his thirstblade. “You’re starting to get loud.”

“Sorry.” Sammy made a zipping gesture across her lips, and her mouth vanished.

Clarke cut through a cluster of fronds and pressed on into a dark space underneath the thickening canopy. He followed the slope down into a huge, bowl-like depression. Luminous blue mushrooms dotted the dead soil, and huge bone piles littered the ground, picked clean ages ago.

“We’re close.” Ashley adjusted the angle of the scepter. “The scepter’s growing more sensitive to where I aim it. I noticed the same phenomenon as we neared the White Seal.”

“Then the Green Seal should be close,” Clarke said.

“Very close.” She gestured around the wide, sunken bone pit. “Somewhere down here, I’d say.”

“Along with a guardian?” Brooke flexed her claws. “Another seraphic adjutant?”

“I can’t say.”

“Be ready for anything, ladies,” Clarke warned.

They reached the pit’s center, and Ashley stopped. She angled the scepter toward her feet, and the runes burned hot.

“It’s here, buried.”

Sammy “unzipped” her lips. “Want me to start shoveling?” She formed her hands into a shovel head and pickaxe.

“No need.” Ashley returned the scepter to her satchel, then held out her hand.

Her halo transformed into a broken loop of molten gold, and Clarke sensed the rough feel of tilled earth and the cool scent of morning dew on grass. The angel’s Shape spell peeled the dirt back in a circle, digging downward while forming an ever-growing lip. She sustained the spell for over a minute, reforming the first two feet until she revealed the hint of a jade-like surface.

“There!” Sammy exclaimed. “That’s got to be it.”

Ashley extended both hands, palms angled out, then made a slow parting gesture. The earth split open wider, reforming until she’d fully uncovered a wide jade disk etched densely with runes. The slot in the center was perfectly shaped for a Scepter of Bone.

“Nice work, Ashley.” Clarke approached the lip and studied the surface. “The Green Seal, I presume.”

“Yes, and one of the three locks protecting Aureum Arcem.”

“You said that name before back at the White Seal. Are you starting to remember?”

“A little.” Ashley frowned. “It’s all so muddled. The name came to my lips so easily, but everything about it feels distant. I know it’s important—and related to the Portal of Gold—but beyond that, I can’t say.”

“It’s all right. You don’t have to force it.” He came alongside her, and her hand found his. “The good news is you’re getting better, remembering more.”

“Just bits and pieces.”

“It’ll come together with time. The closer we get to the Portal of Gold, the more we’ll come across that’ll jog your memory.”

“I suppose so.” She took in the seal with forlorn eyes.

“And speaking of which, how about you release the second seal?”

“Right.” Ashley shook herself. “Sorry.”

She retrieved the scepter and climbed down the two-foot embankment. Her foot touched the edge of the jade surface, and the ground rumbled.

“Watch out!” Brooke shouted. “Something’s beneath us!”

“Back away!” Clarke ordered.

The team fell back toward the edge of the pit. The ground trembled around the seal, dirt vibrating until it began to move like a liquid. Dozens of bones rose to the surface then skittered toward the seal. Green lightning shot between the pieces, and the bones lifted into the air. More bones rolled in from nearby piles then began to levitate. They swirled above the seal, hundreds of them joining into a whirlwind of bone.

One by one, the bones notched together. A clawed paw formed, and then a leg. The pieces of an elongated skull clumped rigidly together while uncountable teeth slotted into a jawline so large it could swallow a human whole. The ribcage took shape, wide enough to fit a small car inside, and a long, whipping tail of bone coalesced.

Green lightning snapped across a skeletal body that possessed canine sleekness, even in death. Its jaw was a brutal forest of teeth, and serrated claws capped each digit. It padded forward on four legs, bone tail thrashing, green fire blazing in its hollow sockets.

The undead creature raised and opened its mouth. Corpse fire burned where its throat used to be, and a terrible, screeching howl pierced the air.

“That’s vampiric magic at work!” Clarke said.

“I know!” Ashley replied, backing away. “It’s a Xession! A big one, too!”

“Zess-what?” Sammy snapped.

“A Xession! Don’t ask me how I know the name!”

“Doesn’t matter what it’s called!” Clarke raised his sword, red energy scintillating across his body. “All I see is an undead monster we need to thrash!”

“Works for me!” Brooke snarled, spreading her claws. “Come on! Let’s do this!”

“Ready when you are!” Sammy bounced on her feet like a boxer, reshaping her hands into huge mallets.

Emma rattled off six blasts from her shotgun. Most of the buckshot flew through the creature, but several pellets smashed against bones. She pulled shells off her bandolier and began slotting them in at a feverish pace.

“Gunfire doesn’t seem to do much,” Emma warned. “Protective spells have hardened the bones. Switching to Break shells!”

The monstrous skeleton raked its claws as if tilling the barren soil. It snapped its jaw and turned toward the succubus.

“Protect Emma!” Clarke lowered his stance, back foot pushing against the ground. “Charge!”

He exploded forward at a full sprint. Brooke bounded across the ground on all fours, and Sammy raced in. They converged from the front, and the beast reared back on its hind legs, tail lashing.

Brooke leaped at the Xession, her jaws wide, claws reaching. The skeleton swiped her out of the air, and she tumbled across the ground. She sprang back onto all fours, snarling, blood trickling from her mouth, and then she rushed in again.

Sammy stretched her arms to absurd proportions and swung them around like mallet-tipped whips. One bashed against the Xession’s side, cracking a rib. Bits of bone fell away, but the broken end floated in place. The creature slashed at Sammy, and a slimy arm fell to the ground like a long string of bubblegum.

“Ouch,” the slime girl grunted, more upset with herself than in any real pain.

Clarke cut upward through the Xession’s extended forelimb, and his weapon scythed through the monster’s wrist. Bones splintered, and the foot dropped away. But then it stopped and hovered. Green lightning snapped across broken bone, and the limb clapped back together. Clawed digits flexed, and the skeletal monster glowered at him.

The Xession backed away, then began to pad around them in a slow arc, its eyes burning with green hatred.

Sammy stuck a bare foot in one end of the elongated slime puddle, and her limb slithered back into her. Clarke sidestepped to keep himself between the monster and Emma while the werewolf and slime girl shifted toward loose flanking positions.

Emma fumbled a shell, and it slipped from her fingers. Ashley caught it midair and handed it over. The succubus slotted the shell in then pumped the action, chambering her next shot.

“Ready!”

“Shoot it!” Clarke ordered.

Emma raised her weapon to fire, but the Xession burst forward. Clarke braced himself for the attack, but the creature leaped over him. He swung upward, thirstblade hissing through one of its legs. The skeleton didn’t seem to notice his attack and landed heavily in front of the succubus.

“Eat this!”

Emma pulled the trigger, and a tight cluster of buckshot smashed into the Xession’s face. Cracks formed across its skull, and green energy bled from one eye. The beast opened its jaw and lunged.

Emma and Ashley spread their wings and took flight, dashing up and away from each other. The Xession landed between them, pivoted in place, then leaped after Emma. She fired again, peppering the beast with buckshot, but it rocketed upward through the blast and caught her between two massive paws.

“Oh no!”

Her shield flashed, holding back the force of the monster’s grip until both of them slammed into the ground. The impact shattered her Sanguine Shield, dispersing it in a cloud of red motes. Her defenses were far weaker than Clarke’s, and savage claws gleamed as the Xession raised a paw for the killing blow.

“Emma!”

Clarke took a running leap—cast Fly and Boosted Sacrifice—and spread his incubus wings. He shot forward with a sudden burst of speed, his sword a burning white rod, and cleaved through the Xession’s raised leg. Bones shattered, then exploded, and the limb dropped to the ground, this time for good.

The Xession staggered to the side, unbalanced by its missing limb, and Emma scrambled out from underneath it. Brooke leaped onto its back and punched its spine with enough force to crack bone. Sammy charged in from the side, and her uppercut threw the Xession’s head up and back.

Clarke landed, then sprinted into the melee, his thirstblade’s reddish hue restored. His head swam from the sudden loss of so much vitality, but it didn’t matter; this monster had threatened one of his loves, had nearly killed her, and he would see its existence brought to an abrupt, violent end.

Clarke cut up through the monster’s head, and part of its lower jaw fell away. The bone clattered to the ground, loose teeth flying everywhere. Brooke smashed its spine with one brutal punch after another, and Sammy lassoed one of its hind legs and yanked hard.

“Keep up the pressure!” he shouted.

The undead Xession stumbled. Its legs slipped, and it landed flat on its skeletal belly. Brooke clenched her raised hands together and brought them crashing down. The blow shattered the Xession’s spine, and it cried out with a horrible, deathly screech. The bones of its hide quarter fell apart, and it clawed at the ground, dragging itself forward with one leg.

Clarke severed that limb and then, with a slow, seething march, he cast Boosted Sacrifice once more. The thirstblade transformed into a burning white rod as he raised it in a high twohanded grip.

His blade whistled through vertebrae with ease, and white veins traced up the base of the Xession’s skull. Bone cracked, then exploded into a shower of pale splinters. The front half of the head arced forward, hit the dirt, and rolled until it came to rest on its side. The green light within its empty sockets faded, and then the pieces collapsed into a disorderly pile.

“Is everyone all right?” Clarke glanced around the pit, and the ladies all nodded. “Good. Emma, you sure you’re okay?”

“A little shaken up, but uninjured thanks to you.”

Ashley landed beside him. She retrieved the Scepter of Bone from her satchel.

“Shall we give this another try?” the angel asked.

“Yes,” Clarke replied, “but with fewer undead monsters this time.”

“I’ll do my best.” Ashley approached the depression with the Green Seal at its base. She climbed down the embankment, knelt near the center, and set the scepter within the perfectly-shaped slot. Runes lit outward from the scepter, filling the seal with magical light.

A dull point of green materialized further up the pit, enlarging into a familiar upright rectangle. Clarke couldn’t tell if the magical door was growing to its full size or if it was approaching from a great distance. Something about how it “enlarged” told him it was the latter, that the door existed “elsewhere” and was now moving into position to be “here.”

However the magic worked, the Green Door reached full size, firmly planted on the ground a few yards away from the seal, looking as if it had been there this whole time.

Ashley retrieved the scepter. The runes on the seal remained lit.

“Ah, yes.” Sammy planted her hands on her hips. “Our shortcut back to the start of the level.”

Brooke gave her a sideways glance. “Again, we’re not stuck in a video game.”

“Could have fooled me. We just trounced a miniboss.”

“Either way”—Clarke reached for the brass handle—“I’m glad Ashley set it up like this. Thanks, by the way.”

“You’re … welcome?” Ashley replied doubtfully.

“That said, not to be critical, but we could have done without the giant undead monster.”

“Yes, about that. I suspect we triggered a trap. The spell—clearly vampiric in nature—raised a guardian to defend the seal. If I were in possession of all my faculties, I’m sure we could have avoided this, and for that I must apologize.”

“It’s all right.” Clarke smiled her way. “We’ll keep muddling our way through this.”

“Still seems strange that a vampire was helping Ash,” Sammy said.

“No denying that’s the case, though,” Emma added. “All the monster’s bones stink of vampiric magic.”

“I’m as baffled as the rest of you.” Ashley hugged herself and let out a short huff.

“We’ll save that mystery for another day.” Clarke turned the brass handle and swung the door aside to reveal the chamber beneath CCU’s admin building. “For now, let’s head home.”

“Agreed.” Emma brushed a chip of bone off his shoulder. “We need to clean you up for your next job.”

“Excuse me?”

“Did you forget already?” The succubus smiled slyly at him. “You’ve got a date coming up.”


Sixteen


“Face it, Clarke.” Sammy placed a hand on his shoulder. “It’s now your solemn duty … to seduce a dragon.”

“Dragon-kin,” Clarke clarified, gathered with his wives in his room. Emma and Ixia were debating over the most appropriate—and handsome—attire for him to wear while Sammy tried, in her own way, to psych him up for the event. Meanwhile, Brooke leaned against the wall, amused by the spectacle.

“Practically the same thing,” Sammy told him.

“Linda would disagree, and I’m not trying to seduce her. It’s a date. A way to test the waters, as she put it.”

“Sure, sure. We’ll go with that.” The slime girl waved dismissively. “But we all know where this will end. You’re going to turn on that patented Clarke charm, and before you know it, she’ll be giving you a teary ‘I do’ at the altar.”

“Let’s take this one step at a time, shall we?”

“Oh, of course, of course.” Sammy’s tone became serious. “I wouldn’t dream of approaching this otherwise.”

“Uh huh.” Clarke gave her a doubtful look.

“Wings or no wings?” Ixia asked Emma as they inspected a subset of button-down shirts they’d laid out on the bed.

“Wings, without a doubt,” Emma replied. “She’s dragonkin, so all his extra muscles will be a turn-on for her.”

“Then we need to make sure the shirt has hidden slits in the back.”

“Not necessarily.” The succubus gazed upward dreamily. “Just picture it: Clarke’s oh-so-sexy wings bursting out the back of his shirt and him, regrettably, having to remove the damaged garment.”

“Ah, good point. Good point.” Ixia nodded thoughtfully. “Very regrettable, him having to go shirtless for the rest of the date.”

Clarke spread his arms. “Do I get a vote?”

“No,” Sammy, Emma, and Ixia replied in perfect unison.

“Can you at least pick out something that doesn’t leave me half-undressed in public? Please?”

Emma sighed. “I suppose.”

“Thank you.” He lowered his arms.

“All of you are making a bigger deal of this than it warrants.” Brooke pushed off the wall and approached the bed. “If you ask me⁠—”

“We’re not,” Sammy interrupted.

“If you ask me,” Brooke continued more forcefully, “casual attire is better.”

“Casual?” Emma gave her a sour look. “You mean like ripped jeans and a T-shirt.”

“Maybe not that casual.”

“We’re not going the casual route.”

“Why not? It shows he’s comfortable around her. Relaxed. It’s a compliment.”

“Brooke”—Emma placed both hands on the wolf girl’s shoulders—“I love you as a dear friend and as my fellow wife.”

“I’m sensing a ‘but’ here.”

“But.” Emma leaned in, and their foreheads almost touched. “Leave this one to us.”

“What’s wrong with my dating advice?”

“It lacks pizzazz.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Then let me ask you this: which shirt would you have Clarke wear tonight?”

“Umm.” Brooke took a step back and paused to consider the question. Her tail flicked after a while, and she snapped her fingers. “The black one with those five little white dashes across the front. They sort of look like they’re converging.”

“You mean the one based off the title card for the original Alien?” Sammy asked.

Brooke’s wolf ears shot up. “Is that what those lines are for?”

“You didn’t know?”

“I thought it was a cool bit of graphic design. Like I was looking at the base of a strange pyramid or something.”

“Oh, good grief.” Sammy shook her head.

“No T-shirts.” Ixia picked up a navy cotton button-down with a subtle satin finish. She flipped it over and ran her fingers down one of two hidden vertical slits then presented the garment to Emma. “How about this one?”

“Hm.” The succubus rubbed the fabric between her fingers, then nodded approvingly. “Yes, this’ll do. Linda’s hands will glide all over him with ease.”

“Excuse me?” Clarke said.

“Just considering all possibilities.”

“Then it’s settled.” Ixia collected the rejected shirts, and Emma arranged the winner on the bed beside a sharp pair of black dress slacks.

“Clarke”—the succubus stepped aside with a wave of her arm—“I’m pleased to report we have selected your attire for this evening!”

“Yay,” he replied halfheartedly. He picked up the shirt, removed the hanger, and was about to start changing when he realized his wives had formed a line behind him. He faced them. “Yes? Something I can help you with?”

“Oh, don’t mind us.” Emma waved for him to continue. “You go right on changing.”

“You here for the show?”

“Something like that.”

“I can leave if you prefer.” Brooke made for the door, but Sammy reached out with an elongated arm and tugged her back in line. “Or not.”

“Come on, Brooke,” Sammy scolded her. “We all need our daily dose of bare-chested Clarke. I don’t know about you, but I’m running close to empty.”

“Hear hear!” Ixia added.

“Well, in that case …” Brooke clasped her hands in front, and her tail wagged happily.

“We’re all waiting, Clarke.” Emma gave him a smoky grin. “Though, I must say, the anticipation is enjoyable as well.”

Clarke gave them all a long stern glare.

Then he shook his head and chuckled.

“What am I going to do with you ladies?”

He pulled off his shirt.
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Clarke met Linda outside Studio Nightshade, which was tucked into a dark corner in downtown Chester Creek. Her choice of location had surprised him, since his last visit had ended with him tossing a grenade toward the stage. It hadn’t helped that Dahlia had enchanted the grenade with Immolation, and the resulting cataclysm had ignited a ferocious blaze. He hadn’t kept track of the property in the weeks since, but given the resources available to mages and demihumans, the speed of its restoration shouldn’t have surprised him.

“Good evening, Clarke.” Linda approached him in a dark red dress with a bare back, the golden pattern of a serpentine dragon curling around her. Stiletto heels clicked on the pavement and her long red braid swayed behind her.

“Hey, Linda.” He smiled. “You look great.”

“Thank you.” Her blue eye drank him in, the other obscured behind a red-and-gold eyepatch. “And right back at you. You cut quite the strapping figure. Did one of your wives pick out tonight’s ensemble, or is this all you?”

“It was a group effort. Shall we?”

He extended an elbow. She took it, and they walked over to the bouncer, a huge muscular orc in a suit and tie.

“Hello, Hershel.”

“Mr. Clarke, a pleasure as always.” The orc’s practiced neutrality laxed when he caught sight of his date. “And Miss Sarkany?” He stiffened. “My apologies, ma’am. I wasn’t informed of your arrival. Shall I have the staff prepare your usual table?”

“That won’t be necessary. Clarke and I are playing things by ear tonight. We’ll let you know if we need anything.”

“Understood, ma’am.” Hershel opened the door for them, and they descended into the studio.

“You’re a regular here?”

“Not quite.” Her eye glinted as they proceeded through a series of double doors. “I’m one of the owners.”

“You are?” Clarke raised an eyebrow. “This and The Establishment?”

“You make it sound so dramatic.” She patted his arm with a sweet smile. “I have a minority stake in the property, plus several others around town. I have been playing this game for a while, though it’s nothing to fuss about. I mostly sit back and let other people run them, all while collecting a modest percentage.”

Clarke had a feeling his definition of “modest” was different from Linda’s, at least until he’d married into the Eloise real-estate fortune.

He opened the last door for her and followed her through. Raucous music assaulted his ears and thumped inside his chest. Huge spotlights illuminated the stage and cast smaller ovals across a mass of dancing demihumans. A banner that read Orcs with Jetpacks hung above and behind the four-person band, though he found the name mildly disappointing. There were no orcs in the band, and certainly no jetpacks.

The lead singer was a dullahan with a freckled complexion, her ginger hair knotted into twin buns high on her head, body clad in red leather so tight it left little to the imagination. Her disconnected head bobbed before the microphone, while her body twerked its firm butt at the audience from several feet away.

A blue oni jammed on his guitar while an incubus provided the bass accompaniment. Behind them, a siren pounded away at the drum set. She was naked except for a seashell bikini so skimpy it would have made Disney’s Princess Ariel blush and dive back under the waves. Her lower half formed a long, pearlescent tail that brightened at the tips of her wide caudal fin, which she used to beat at her foot pedal.

The song came to its bombastic conclusion, with the dullahan performing a handstand and perfectly horizontal leg split. Her head drew out the final syllable, letting it taper off before her accompaniment blasted out the final note, and the stage lights dimmed.

The crowd cheered. The lights came back up, and the band took a quick breather before their next number.

“Aww.” Linda made a tsk sound. “I was hoping for Dawn and Dusk. Those two elves are my favorites from the regulars who play here. Their softer songs really touch the soul.”

“Not a fan of Orcs with Jetpacks?”

“It’s not so much the band as the name. There should be at least one orc beefcake up there.”

“You know, I was wondering about the lack of any orcs myself.”

“Were you now?” She gave his arm a squeeze. “Great minds think alike.”

“I suppose so.”

“Lack of orcs aside, that dullahan is quite the looker, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I suppose she’s attractive enough,” he replied guardedly.

“I dated one once.”

“Oh?”

“This was over a hundred years ago, maybe longer. More a friends with benefits arrangement. The girl was sweet enough, but boring as sin. Still, she was a firecracker in the sack. Part of that had to do with her species. Sex with a dullahan has its own unique twists. Lots of interesting positions to try. In some ways, it’s like having a threesome that only requires two people.”

“That’s … good to know?” He struggled to come up with something else to say. “So, you’re into the ladies, too?”

“Not really. I can recognize feminine beauty, but it doesn’t light my fires.”

“Then why date the dullahan?”

“Boredom, to be honest.” She chuckled. “Now, don’t be judgmental. I’ve been around long enough to have tried pretty much everything at least once. Some of it hits, and some of it misses.”

The band began their next song, this one soft and sensual.

“And the dullahan?” Clarke asked.

“An entertaining diversion for a time. We parted amicably, and she moved on. I lost track of her after that.”

“I suppose a life like yours accumulates those.”

She turned to him with a quirked eyebrow, and he replied with a smile.

“Stories, Linda. Yours is a life rich with experience.”

She stared at him for a moment, then broke out into laughter. He waited for it to die down.

“Was it something I said?”

“No, quite the opposite. I don’t think anyone’s ever told me I was old quite so sweetly.”

“Then I’m pleased to have given you a new first.” He stepped away and held out his hand. “May I have this dance?”

“You absolutely may.”

She took his hand, and he guided her onto the dance floor. She put her arms around his neck, and he rested his hands upon her shapely hips. They swayed to the gentle rhythm of the song, their faces close, eyes sometimes meeting. She drew him in, and her chest rested against his, head finding his shoulder.

He closed his eyes and drank in Linda’s magic, letting it suffuse his senses. Her human guise suppressed her true nature, but not fully when this close. Her aura glowed in his mind, imbued with the heat of a star and the roar of a hurricane. Powerful, boundless, yet tame in the same instance.

For the moment.

All that raw potential strained against invisible chains, struggling to burst free, and yet her control over it was even stronger. Unyielding, absolute. She commanded the furious powers within her, shackled them with unbreakable authority, and they would only emerge when she permitted them to.

“I could get used to this,” she whispered huskily into his ear, her arms hugging him close.

Clarke let his hands trace delicately up her back, returning her warm embrace.

The song ended, and he held her at arm’s length. No words passed between them.

None were necessary.

They’d both felt it. A connection. A desire. A yearning.

The seed of so much potential.

Linda broke their silence first.

“Let’s grab some drinks.” She flashed a quirky smile. “And then, how about I show you the best seats in the house?”
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Clarke stopped by the bar first and ordered a jalapeno margarita for Linda and a gin and tonic for himself. The succubus bartender set the drinks on the countertop, free of charge, and winked at him. He carried the drinks over to Linda and followed her up a flight of exposed stairs along the outer wall.

She ducked in through the door, and he followed her down the corridor to another staircase that led up to an expansive deck on the roof. A low brick parapet enclosed the dark deck tiles, and an empty bar sat beneath an overhang. The music started up again, thumping distantly through the floor. They were the only two people present.

Linda crossed the deck to a pair of loungers then spun in a slow circle, her arms spread wide.

“Best seats in the house!” She closed her eye and breathed in the night air. “It’s beautiful tonight, don’t you agree? A clear, starry sky, the moon high above.”

“The sky isn’t the only thing that’s beautiful.”

She laughed. “I’m glad one of us remembers how this works.”

He handed her margarita over, and she took a sip. They sat down on the loungers, and Clarke began nursing his drink.

“I like to come here after hours.” Linda gazed up at the sky. “Just to sit and think.”

“I can see the appeal.” He soaked in the bustling of the city, the twinkling of its lights, then looked up at the cloudless sky. “By the way, you don’t have to hold back on my account.”

“Hold what back?”

“Your dragonkin nature. No need to hide it.”

“I’m not hiding. I’m merely being considerate. Most find my magic uncomfortable, so I keep it subdued.”

“Linda, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not most people.”

She laughed sweetly. “I’m not that oblivious!”

“What I mean is, if we’re to get to know each other, then it’s important you be at ease around me.” He smiled. “Please. Let me spend this evening with the genuine you.”

A brief flash of uncertainty crossed her face, but then she regained her composure and returned the smile.

“Very well.” She held up a finger. “Though don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

She set her glass on the small stand between the loungers. Great, leathery wings grew from her bare back, and the corkscrews of black horns extended from either side of her head to form a V. Sleek, red scales materialized down her back, up her neck, and along one side of each arm. She reached for her eyepatch, her fingers tipped with ruby nails, but hesitated.

“This, too?” she asked with a concerned tone.

Clarke understood her hesitation, recalling the last time Linda had removed her eyepatch in his presence. She’d revealed her draconic eye for only a few seconds, but the outpouring of magic had nearly floored him.

“We can at least try.”

Linda grimaced, but then peeled the eyepatch back, keeping the eye underneath closed. She paused, squinting with one eye shut, and he nodded for her to continue.

She peeked it open slowly, revealing a lustrous golden eye with a black slit down the middle. Her full, unshackled presence slammed into him with enough force to take his breath away, but the sensation lasted only a moment, retreating to a dull, omnipresent pressure, as if something were squeezing his head from all sides.

Not exactly pleasant, but not painful either.

“How is it?” she asked, slightly worried.

“Not nearly as bad as the first time.”

“You’ve grown stronger.” She breathed a sigh of relief. “I can tell, and thank you.”

“For what?”

“For letting me have a real look at you.” Her gold and blue eyes danced across his body. “And what a look it is. Wow. Just … wow.”

“Like what you see?”

“Very much so. Are you sure you’re just a blood knight?”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s something else here. Maybe something intertwined with your blood magic? It’s hard for me to describe.”

“That must be the traits I’ve absorbed from my wives.”

“Maybe. Can I ask you a personal question?”

“Shoot.”

“Have you absorbed any magic from Ashley?”

“No. She’s pretty sure that would kill me.”

“Ah, well.” Linda shrugged. “Perhaps I’m misreading you.”

She raised her glass, and they both leaned back, taking quiet sips.

“Clarke?”

“Yes?”

“What do you want?”

He sat up. “That’s a rather broad question. Do you mean tonight?”

“I mean what do you want? Out of hardship and struggle and everything else we ascribe to the journey we call life?”

“Ah, well, that’s easy enough to answer. I wish for humanity to be freed from its vampiric yoke.”

“Okay. And then what?”

He blinked. “I’m sorry?”

“Let’s say you’ve freed them. The vampires are defeated, their forces broken and scattered. The hexes binding human and demihuman alike have been dispelled. You’ve achieved everything you’ve set out to achieve. Then what?”

“I honestly haven’t given that part much thought.”

“You should.” She leaned closer. “Right now, the vampires are at the top of the food chain, both literally and figuratively. Take them out, and you create a power vacuum, and whether you like it or not, that’ll result in a great deal of societal upheaval.”

“I see your point.” Clarke sighed thoughtfully. “Defeating the vampires isn’t enough. There’s the day after to consider, along with the new problems it brings.”

“Not problems.” She raised a finger, and her nail glinted in the soft light. “Opportunities.”

“How so?”

“Nature abhors a vacuum. So, the question then becomes, what’s going to fill it?”

“I don’t know.” Clarke shrugged. “The mage clans maybe?”

“That’s one possibility, and a good one, too. They’re the second biggest power bloc behind the vampires, and you already have an in with them.”

“A small one, that being an alliance with one coven.”

“It’s a start, and a valuable one. Make the right moves, and you and the rest of Broken Fang could land in positions of great power when the dust settles.”

“I don’t know.” He leaned back and sipped his drink. “Wouldn’t it be enough for us to destroy the Throne of Shadows and defeat the vampires?”

“Sure, but why destroy the Throne in the first place? Why not claim it for yourself?”

Clarke paused mid-sip. He set his drink down, not sure if he was shocked or not. He’d always assumed the Throne of Shadows—the arcane heart of vampiric power—had to be eliminated as one of the essential steps to free humanity.

“I assume you know what it is?” Linda asked.

“Only in vague terms. It’s an arcane amplifier the vampires use to spread their hexes and control the world. No one on our side of this fight knows where it is.”

“It’s not just any old amplifier; it’s the most powerful one ever created. A masterful fusion of arcane wisdom and technological ingenuity. And”—she leaned in—“it doesn’t have to amplify evil spells.”

“You’re suggesting we should use it?”

“Why not?” she replied matter-of-factly. “It’s not the tool that’s evil, but how one wields it. Think about it, Clarke. Play this game right and you could land at the top of the new pyramid with all the power of the Throne of Shadows at your command.”

“‘Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.’”

“That’s nothing more than a famous quote. You could just as easily say ‘with great power comes great responsibility.’”

Clarke laughed. “Are you really countering Lord Acton with Spiderman?”

“My point is it’s the character of the person in power than matters most.”

“That’s a lot of power to wield. The Throne represents near-absolute magical supremacy over everyone else.”

“Better you wielding it than some random, power-hungry mage.”

“Hm.” He frowned. “I suppose you have a point there. Though I still say it’s safer to destroy it.”

“Perhaps,” she admitted. “But there’s another angle to consider. You have an advantage no mage could dream of: the Portal of Gold.”

“We don’t have it yet. Hell, we don’t even know what it is.”

“We know enough. We know it’ll help you defeat the vampires. What else can it be besides a terrifying weapon? Face it, Clarke, you’re already on the path to immense power, and you need to be asking yourself these questions. Because if you don’t, if you aren’t ready for the day after, someone else is going to seize all that power instead of you, and we could end up right back where we started. Maybe even worse off.”

Clarke emptied his lungs with a long, slow exhale. “This conversation got heavy in a hurry.”

“Sorry.” Linda drained the dregs in her glass and rose. “You can blame my age. Can’t help but think about the long term.” She stretched her wings. “How about we do something to lighten the mood?”

“Sure.” He stood and joined her by the parapet. “What did you have in mind?”

She glanced over him, and her eyes lingered on his back muscles.

“Tell me, Clarke, how fast can you fly?”
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Linda cast a simple Concealment spell for some extra privacy, and they took to the sky like a pair of smokeless rockets.

Clarke soon found himself lagging behind as Linda flitted about him, swooping and climbing and rolling and corkscrewing through an aerial dance. He thought he’d witnessed mastery of flight with Emma or Ashley, but their skills were pale imitations. Yes, all three women could fly, but Linda made the very air her servant.

“You’re doing better than I expected!” Linda shouted as she plunged across his path.

“It doesn’t feel that way!” Clarke shouted back over the roar of speed.

She laughed joyfully and came alongside him, slowing until they settled into a gentle glide toward the city’s outskirts.

“I wanted to show off a little,” she said, “but you made me work for it. It’s hard to believe you’re relatively new to all this.”

“I’ve had good teachers.”

Linda flipped over and slipped beneath him, almost touching him as they glided together.

“And now those teachers are your wives.”

“Most of them. Ashley is … a special case.”

“Naturally.” Linda wore a bemused smile. “I never did figure her out. Not fully. I consider myself a good judge of character, but her celestial nature creates a gap I was never able to cross.”

“I know what you mean.”

“Her incomplete memories must only make that worse. I wish she could tell us more about the Portal of Gold.”

Clarke cracked a half smile. “Are we back to serious talk again?”

“Sorry. It’s a bad habit.” Linda dipped upward, their bodies dangerously close to colliding. “Do you find that off-putting?”

“Not at all. It’s a commendable trait, keeping your eye on the long game.”

She gave him a sincere smile.

“I like you, Clarke,” she said softly. “I may even grow to love you.”

“Always a good thing when the possibility of a child is on the table.”

“Yes, well, when you’ve waited as long as I have, you’re willing to make compromises. Love would be an added bonus.”

“You’d be willing to marry someone you didn’t love?”

“If it got me what I wanted.” She backed off, flipped and came alongside him. “But for you, I’d rather not go that route.”

“Why not?”

“Well, to be blunt, marriage is a phase for someone like me. It takes up a fraction of a century, and then it ends. Hopefully with the gentle passing of my husband, but the end will come, and then I’ll move on to another chapter of my life.” She snorted a joyless laugh. “I know that must seem callous to you, but I’ve been down this road more than a few times.”

“Then why treat me any differently?”

“Because I’m not sure that’ll happen with you.”

“Oh?”

“You’re powerful, Clarke. Perhaps more so than you realize. There’s something rare within you, something I’ve never seen before, and I’ve known plenty of blood knights over the years. You’re … more, for lack of a better word.”

“That still doesn’t answer my question.”

“Because, Clarke”—she gazed at him, her gold and blue eyes serious—“I’m not sure you can die from old age.”

“What? Seriously?”

“I could be wrong.” She shrugged her wings, and the gesture caused her path to dip. “But what if I’m not? What if marriage with you will last centuries instead of decades? That’s a level of commitment I’ve never made before, so I’m approaching this cautiously.”

“Do you think I’m immortal or something?”

“Maybe not immortal, but at least highly resilient to aging.” She swooped around him in a circle, ending up back where she started. “That’s why what comes next is so important. To both of us. Two people with our abilities, given the right tools and the will to use them? We could rule the world if we wanted to.”

“Talk about stretch goals.”

“Sorry.” Linda laughed, flipped over, and glided beneath him. “I can’t help myself sometimes.”

They flew over rolling hills topped with verdant forests and the scattered lights of houses. Linda drew close, took hold of his shirt, and tugged him in. She placed her arms atop his shoulders, and he grasped her narrow waist.

“You’re someone special,” she said huskily, her face close to his, her voice now a faint breath against the wind. “Someone I want to learn more about.”

She placed a hand on the back of his neck, and their lips almost touched.

“Let me test the waters,” she whispered.

Her golden eye blazed with sudden fire, a shining beacon in the night sky, and the unrestrained immensity of her magic engulfed him. Her essence roared like the wind and threatened to scorch him down to the bones. It was as if he’d been thrust into the end times, and the apocalypse had arrived to wipe the slate clean with draconic wind and fire.

But despite the furnace spilling through her golden eye, her aura was strangely tender at the same time. Even sensual, in a rough sort of way.

She closed her eyes and brought their lips together, and his world exploded once more with fire and fury and an old, unsated yearning. She wanted him, wanted all of him, and yet even that sensation came with control and restraint. His path through the air faltered, but she held him aloft and steadied him.

He kissed her back, their hands exploring each other’s bodies as they soared through the night sky. Her magic burned around him, hot and deadly, yet painless. It probed at him, filled with a deep yearning to sink within the depths of another’s magic, one that could endure the harshness of her flame.

Clarke lost track of time, his mind sinking deeper and deeper into her magical embrace until she finally broke their kiss and gazed up at him, the flame within her golden eye ebbing, though not sated.

“I know I’ve belabored this point,” she said with a thin smile, “but I’m old and patient. We’ve no need to rush into this. I waited eight years before I joined my last husband in bed for the first time.”

“Eight years, huh?”

“Yes, well.” Her lips brushing against his. “Something tells me the wait will be much shorter this time.”

She closed her eyes and kissed him again.


Seventeen


Clarke and Linda talked, flew, and kissed most of the night away, but when it came time to settle in for a good night’s sleep—or something more energetic—the dragonkin remained true to her word. She wasn’t ready to spend the full night with him, and, respectful of the woman’s wishes, Clarke saw her off outside Studio Nightshade.

He thought he understood Linda’s desire for a slower paced relationship, at least compared to every other demihuman or mage he knew. Her longevity brought a different tempo to life and colored how she viewed it.

He slept in his own bed that night, but not alone. Emma slipped beneath the sheets mere minutes after his head sank into the pillows. She offered to relieve any physical discomforts he may have endured over the course of the date, and relief came.

Slowly, at the hands of her skillful ministrations.

And then spectacularly, all over her face.

She licked greedily at the product of his loins, then washed up and snuggled with him, her tail curling around his leg. They both fell asleep soon after, the succubus snoring like a cute, sexy buzzsaw.

He joined his wives for breakfast where Emma prepared a frittata feast, loading his with cheddar cheese, sliced baby tomatoes, mushrooms, and crispy bits of bacon. She served several stacks of buttered toast—some with cinnamon swirls—and a basket of warm blueberry muffins. Carafes of fresh orange juice and several decanters of coffee rounded out the meal.

They demolished breakfast in short order, and then everyone helped Emma with the cleanup. Ashley skipped breakfast that morning but joined them precisely at nine.

“Is everyone ready?” the angel asked primly.

“Almost.” Emma started the dishwasher then grabbed a towel and wiped her hands off.

“Am I still taking you girls over to The Establishment?” Sammy asked.

“You are,” Ashley replied. “We’ll make another attempt to probe the Black Door’s magic.”

“I feel good about this one,” Ixia said. “We’re close to unraveling the sucker, I know it.”

“Let’s not get our hopes up,” Emma cautioned. “We thought we were close last time, but then we realized someone”—she shot Ashley a sharp eye—“wove false trails into the spell’s architecture.”

“I’d say I’m sorry,” Ashley replied, “but I’m all out of apologies.”

“You’ll get it open,” Clarke said. “I know you will.”

“It’s not so much a question of if but when.” The angel’s hairband dimmed. “Only the one door remains. We need to open it and release the seal before more d-hunters start snooping around. The clock is ticking, but we have no real sense for what it reads.”

“I have faith in you.” He placed a tender hand on her shoulder, then swept his gaze across the room. “In all of you. You’ve got this.”

“Thank you.” The angel’s expression warmed. “I appreciate your confidence in us.”

“Shall we head out?” Sammy asked, grabbing her keys.

“Might as well.” Ixia snagged one last piece of toast then headed for the exit with Dahlia and Hyacinth in tow.

“You sound so excited,” Emma teased.

“Today’s a low energy day.” The witch patted her baby bulge. “You try lugging around a two-pound lump that kicks you and eats your food. See how energetic you feel.”

“Oh, I absolutely intend to.” The succubus winked at Clarke then followed the others out, leaving him in the kitchen with just Brooke.

“Part of me is surprised Linda didn’t join us for breakfast,” Brooke said.

“She’s taking it slow, and I’m fine with that. There’s no need for either of us to rush into this.”

“I take it there weren’t any baby-making activities last night.”

“Nope. No babies were made.” He put his arm around her. “How are you holding up?”

“Anxious. I’ll be in heat in a few days.”

“Anything I can do to help?”

She raised an eyebrow at him. “You mean besides knocking me up?”

“Besides that.”

“I’ll be fine.” She slipped her arm around him, and a surge of warm emotions touched his Empathy. “After all, I have you by my side.”
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“You’re not going to believe this, Clarke,” Ixia said as he and Brooke joined her in The Establishment’s basement. She rested in a chair beside the Black Door, flanked by her sisters, while Ashley frowned at the magical construct with crossed arms.

“Try me,” he said. “My capacity to believe the unusual is a great deal larger these days.”

“We solved the riddle.”

“Really?” He beamed at her. “That’s fantastic! How did you pull it off? With the circle?”

“Yep! Ashley managed to worm her way deep enough to come back with the solution. Emma and Sammy are out shopping for what we need. They should be back soon.”

“What does the solution need?”

“A black bed cover and some WD40.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’ll see. It’ll all make sense.”

“If you say so.” He faced the angel, who continued to stare at the door. “You okay there, Ashley?”

“Merely deep in thought. Please, don’t pay me any mind.”

Ten minutes later, Emma and Sammy bounded down the stairs with a can of WD40 and a black bedsheet and pillowcase set.

“We’re back!” The slime girl exclaimed, unfurling one of the sheets and dropping the rest on the floor.

“And with lube this time.” Emma fitted a small red tube into the can’s nozzle. “Oh! Hi, Clarke!”

“Hello. What’s the lubrication for?”

“Nothing naughty.” She winked as she passed him. “Unfortunately.”

Emma sprayed down the Black Door’s hinges until they gleamed with oil. She stepped back and Sammy flung the bedsheet over the door, then adjusted the cover so none of the door was visible. She gripped the handle through the sheet and gave it an experimental half-twist.

It turned effortlessly.

“Seriously?” Clarke asked.

“It’s right there in the riddle,” Emma said. “‘What is so fragile that saying its name breaks it?’ And then, ‘The more there is the less you see.’”

“Silence and darkness.”

“Greased hinges and something to cover the door.”

“Right.” He glanced at Ashley. “Really?”

“I honestly don’t know what to say at this point.”

“We were all trying too hard,” Ixia said. “We kept imagining elaborate solutions when we should have gone with the most straightforward approach possible.”

“I don’t know,” Sammy said. “The blanket over the door makes some sense, but the WD40 bit would have stumped me.”

“Good job, everyone.” Clarke stepped up to the door. “Now, let’s see what we’re dealing with.”

He pulled the sheet off and tested the handle. It still turned freely, though the wrought iron was surprisingly cool to the touch. He gripped the handle more firmly, and something akin to a warning shivered up his arm. He didn’t know why, but in that moment, he knew this door was different. He turned the handle and eased it open.

A rancid, howling madness poured through the crack, fuming outward like gelatinous nothing. It touched Clarke, climbing his arm to fill his chest, and then reached up through the trunk of his neck to caress his mind.

A flash of nonsensical everything shot through him, sundering his consciousness with bizarre contradictions. His eyes were blinded by darkness, ears deafened by silence. His skin chafed to the point of bleeding from the softest caress while his stomach churned with rising bile as he tasted the sweetest confection of his life while breathing in the loveliest flowers imaginable.

He froze, hand locked on the lever, mind struggling to push through the miasma of unthought. Brooke screamed, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Sammy collapse into a pink puddle. Emma clutched her head, eyes squeezed shut while Ixia dropped to her knees, quivering, arms hugging her chest.

Clarke clung to those thoughts, those images. He found solace in how understandable they were, how real they had to be. His wives were in danger, and he needed to act.

He needed to act!

The madness clawed at his mind, teasing his thoughts apart, breaking them down piece by piece.

But for all this howling insanity’s power, a core within him remained unchanging, untouchable. It became his bastion: a mental fortress from which he gathered his strength, all while this evil assaulted its unbreakable walls.

His sense of self returned. Damaged, burnt, befuddled by swirling unreality. Yet resolute in the same instance. He collected himself, fortified his thoughts, and then bent his will toward a single purpose.

Close. The. Door.

His hand clenched the wrought iron lever, frozen by the molten heat, and he pushed forward. Roaring fumes of nothingness poured through the gap, and the madness around him fought back, fought to keep this beachhead open. The muscles in his arm hesitated, clenching and unclenching, unsure who their true master was.

He gritted his teeth, his anger at these waves of unthought girding him. He dueled with his sense of self for supremacy in a strange mirror match. The madness became a dark, blinding reflection of himself, holding him in place by releasing him.

He struggled to move one fraction of an inch.

And then another.

He forced the door closed one hair at a time.

He knew he could do this, could manage this task.

But it was difficult.

So immensely difficult!

And yet, despite how he struggled, he could—he would—endure this. He would not falter, would not let the women in his life down. He would⁠—

A hand rested atop his forearm, gentle and welcoming. Light and warmth and love blossomed within him, filling him with clarity and rightness. The clouds occluding his thoughts parted, and the bastion within his mind expanded, reclaiming lost territory.

“It’s all right,” Ashley whispered by his side. “I’m here with you. You’re not alone.”

No, Clarke replied, I’m not.

He didn’t know if he said or thought those words, but it didn’t matter because he knew they were true. He wasn’t alone, and he never would be. Never again. He saw Ashley beside him, a comforting smile on her lips. Her halo blazed like the sun, and her eyes met his, so full of admiration.

“Together now,” she said, and he nodded.

They clumped their hands around the handle⁠—

—and pushed.

The roaring, rushing madness pushed back, but its unspoken screams were now a dying whimper, eclipsed by Ashley’s angelic light.

Clarke took one step forward, leaned into the door and shut it at last. The unreality assaulting his mind stopped, cut off from the source, and he dropped to his knees, gasping for breath in sweet, sweet relief.

“Here.”

Ashley extended a hand to him. He took it, and she pulled him upright.

“What was that?” he asked.

“The never-realm of Kxlzrk-Nak. A very dangerous place, even to a celestial.”

“Is everyone all right?” Clarke glanced around the room. “Sound off.”

“Present.” Brooke climbed to her feet and slapped the side of her head. “More or less.”

“I’m here,” Emma sat up on her knees and shook herself.

“Me, too.” Ixia ran rough fingers through her hair. “Good grief, that was terrible!”

“Sammy?” Clarke asked the puddle of pink bubblegum.

“Don’t mind me,” the puddle replied. “I’m just going to lay here for a few minutes.”

“Take your time.” Clarke faced the angel. “Ashley, talk to us. What are we dealing with here? You called it the never-realm?”

“Correct. Like the other doors, this one leads to a foreign plane of existence. And, we can surmise, we’ll find the Black Seal somewhere deep inside.”

“There’s no way you can go in there,” Ixia said. “Not without some sort of countermeasure. You wouldn’t last five minutes, let alone however many hours it’ll take you to find and release the seal. Just cracking the door open was enough for this never-realm to peel my brain open!”

“Mine, too.” Brooke scratched behind a wolf ear. “It was like my thoughts had congealed into jelly. I was completely helpless.”

“Me, too,” Emma frowned at Clarke. “Sorry.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” he replied. “We were all affected.”

“But what is this never-realm really?” Sammy schlooorped into human form and scooped up her bra and panties. “Can you explain what we’re up against?”

“Yes, but it’s safer if I don’t,” Ashley replied. “Not all of the never-realm’s dangers are physical, as you’ve just witnessed. Knowledge will bring you closer to comprehension, and if you were to ever achieve true understanding of Kxlzrk-Nak, that revelation would shatter your mind.”

“Fuck that, then!” Sammy exclaimed. “I’ll keep my sanity. Ignorance is bliss.”

“Ash?” Ixia sat up beside the wall. “Do you understand what the never-realm is?”

“Yes, of course.”

“And you’re still okay?”

“As okay as I can be with this.” She plinked her broken halo with a finger snap.

“Right. Sorry. Didn’t mean to bring that up.”

“How’s your memory?” Clarke asked. “You seem awfully certain about this never-realm all of a sudden.”

“That surprised me as well.” Ashley regarded the Black Door dispassionately. “Experiencing the never-realm’s essence may have strengthened my connection to my lost memories.”

“Similar to what happened to you during our battle against the terrorgeist?”

“I don’t recall the episode, but from what you described to me after the fact, I suspect the two are similar.”

“Now that I think about it, you may have said the never-realm’s name during that fight.” Clarke scrunched his face in thought. “Kixl … um.”

“Kxlzrk-Nak.”

“Right. That.”

“It’s possible.” Ashley crossed her arms. “Perhaps these encounters are having a cumulative effect.”

“Which would mean the more bad stuff you encounter, the better your memory gets?”

“Perhaps. Regardless, it has improved. That’s the important part.”

“Then as our resident expert on the never-realm”—Clarke gave the Black Door a hard thump—“how do you recommend we approach this?”

“Very cautiously. We should head in with our full combat team plus me. Now that I know what we’re up against, I can Fortify each of your minds. I can then enhance those spells with an Aura of Certainty. Those two factors together should prove sufficient to hold back the worst of the realm’s influence, though the journey through it will still be taxing.

“As before, the Scepter of Bone will guide us toward the seal, but traversing the never-realm presents additional challenges. We’ll need to stick close together and follow the path the scepter gives us. You don’t want to get lost in the never-realm.”

“Then no one ventures off,” Clarke said, “even a little bit.”

“Just out of curiosity,” Sammy began, “what would happen to us if we got lost in there?”

“You would suffer a fate far worse than death,” Ashley explained. “Even if you survived the physical dangers, the Fortify spell would deteriorate within a day, and you’d be reduced to screaming madness as the realm shredded your mind. But even that wouldn’t be the end, because you would eventually become a part of the realm, and your tortured existence would stretch on through an eternity of hellish unlife.”

“Okay, yeah. That’s bad.” Sammy faced the team. “Important safety tip, guys: no venturing off.”

“What sort of guardian will we face this time?” Emma asked.

“Not a giant spooder, I hope,” Sammy added with a shiver.

“No.” Ashley frowned at the slime girl. “Not a ‘spooder.’ The challenge this time will be the Unborn Disciple of Zxzn-Qi. A dangerous foe, but one I believe we can overcome.”

“Okay. But what is it?”

“It’s safer if I don’t tell you.”

“Great.” Sammy folded her arms. “Guess it’ll be a surprise, then.”

“Sounds like our next step is to prepare as best we can,” Clarke said. “Ashley, how much time do you need to Fortify the whole team?”

“Not much. About an hour, I’d say.”

“Then we’ll head back to the mansion and gear up. Once everyone’s Fortified, we’ll come back here.”

“We’re going straight in?” Brooke asked.

“That depends on how effective Ashley’s spells prove,” Clarke replied. “We’ll open the door and see how we hold up. If the spells can protect us, then yes, we’re going straight after the Black Seal.”

“Understood.” Brooke nodded, and Emma stood up straighter.

“I’m fine with this plan,” Sammy said, “but can I say one thing before we leave?”

“Sure,” Clarke replied. “What’s on your mind?”

“Just need to get one thing off my chest.” She faced the angel. “Ashley?”

“Yes.”

Sammy drew in a deep breath. Her chest bulged unnaturally, and she paused with the breath held, then let it all out.

“What the fuck, Ash! Use a warning label next time!”

“Sorry?”


Eighteen


“Your workshop’s been ransacked?!”

Clarke stood behind the X7’s open tailgate in the mansion’s garage with the rest of Broken Fang’s combat team. A dark, sinking knot formed in his stomach as Ixia recovered from her sprint, panting with her hands on her knees. Despite her pregnancy, she’d somehow managed to outpace Dahlia and Hyacinth on her way down from her workshop.

“You sure?” Clarke asked, his mind still catching up with what this could mean.

And how bad the situation might be.

“Pretty darn sure!” the witch exclaimed. “Someone busted the lock, and the whole place is a mess. Half my reagents are on the floor, and most of the lockers are open.”

“What about the Wards?”

“Intact. None of them triggered.”

“Damn.” Clarke swung to face Ashley, and the angel shook her head.

Ashley and the witches had buttressed the mansion with layers upon layers of defensive spells. Some debilitated interlopers, hampering their physical and magical abilities, similar in concept to a vampiric hex. Others sent out magical alerts to the casters while Dahlia’s contributions were far more explosive in nature. No one should have been able to waltz right on in without a torrent of spells tearing them to shreds.

That meant the invader was either an incredibly skilled mage—one who’d managed to counter all their defenses—or …

No, he couldn’t bring himself to consider the latter.

Not yet.

Not without proof.

“What were they after?” Sammy asked, her skin turning pink. Beside her, Brooke’s ears flattened and claws extended from the tips of her fingers.

“The scepter.” Clarke drew his revolver. “Everyone, on me! We’re sweeping the mansion, starting with Ixia’s workshop! Move!”

He cast Sanguine Shield and Summon Thirstblade. His armaments materialized in flashes of red lightning, and he led the ladies of Broken Fang in a swift, forceful sweep through the mansion.
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Clarke stood in a half circle with the rest of Broken Fang, all of them gathered in front of a locker in Ixia’s workshop, the metal door torn off. The grimoires they’d collected sat on independent shelves, untouched.

Their search through the mansion had been both quick and fruitless. Other than the damage to the workshop, nothing had been disturbed. No doors or locks were damaged, and no Wards had been triggered.

That narrowed the list of who the interloper could be, but Clarke found his mind shunning his initial, dark conclusion.

“This is where you kept the scepter?” he asked Ixia.

“Yes, and for some reason the Wards on the locker didn’t fire, even when someone clearly ripped the door off.”

“What about the Tracking spell?” Clarke asked Ashley. “We can locate the scepter with that, right?”

“I’ve been trying.” Her halo dimmed to a dull gray. “But without success. The scepter is simply … gone. Either someone Dispelled the Tracking spell or it’s being blocked by some very powerful Concealment.”

“Who could have done this?” Sammy asked.

“A vampire?” Emma suggested. “Perhaps an associate of Hatchett’s we missed?”

“I don’t think so.” Clarke motioned Brooke forward. “Can you sniff around the locker?”

“Sure.”

The wolf girl crouched by the broken door first and took a long, slow inhale. She froze in the middle of it, and her eyes widened.

“No …” she muttered, lips quivering, tail flicking anxiously.

Clarke’s heart sank as she faced him, her eyes glistening close to tears.

“It can’t be,” she whispered.

“I thought so.” Clarke nodded slowly. “Damn.”

“Who is it?” Sammy punched her palm. “Who do we owe a pummeling?”

“It’s …” Brooke’s voice cracked and she swallowed.

“Well, come on,” Sammy urged. “Out with it.”

“I …” Brooke shut her eyes, and a tear trickled down one cheek.

“The Hawthornes did this,” Clarke stated in a firm, steady voice. “Either Vince or Luna.”

The room sucked in a collective breath. He raised his eyes to Brooke once more, and she met them uncertainly.

“Isn’t that right?” he asked, hoping he was wrong.

Brooke gulped and then nodded.

“You’ve got to be shitting me!” Sammy blurted. “Your parents did this? No way! No way in hell!”

“No, it’s true.” Brooke’s voice cracked as she struggled to say the words. “And it wasn’t one or the other. Both of my parents were here; their scents are all over the door. They … they’re the ones who took the scepter.” She drew a shuddering breath. “My parents betrayed us!”

The floodgates opened, and tears poured down the wolf girl’s cheeks. Clarke knelt and draped an arm around her. Her chest trembled with each sobbing breath, and he held her close, one hand stroking through her hair.

“It’s all right,” he whispered. “We’ll get through this.”

“It’s not all right!” Brooke cried. “My parents are the thieves! They betrayed us—betrayed you!”

“No, they didn’t,” he replied softly.

Brooke’s head snapped up, ears erect. She faced him with uncertain eyes.

“They’re not traitors,” he assured her. “They need our help, just as the Sandovals did—and probably still do.”

“You mean …?”

“Yes.”

Brooke sucked in a ragged breath. Her mouth became a thin, determined line.

“Hold up a sec.” Sammy stepped forward. “Some of us, me included, seem to be lagging a few steps behind. Can one of you explain what’s going on?”

“It’s quite simple.” Clarke helped Brooke back to her feet. “There are only so many possibilities for who could have stolen the scepter, and the key point is the Wards didn’t trigger. Sure, a skilled mage could have pulled that off with enough time and knowledge of our defenses, but there’s a far easier explanation.”

He faced them.

“The Wards don’t trigger for everyone; we’ve built exceptions into our defenses, but that list is a short one. It includes all of us, and …”

“Our allies.” Ashley’s halo dimmed until it was nearly black.

“Exactly. That leaves us with the Roses, the Eloises, the Greys, and the Hawthornes.” Clarke gestured toward the metal locker door, ripped off its hinges and folded like a piece of paper. “Which answer does this look like it fits?”

“Then the Hawthornes have betrayed us,” Sammy said.

“No, they haven’t.” Clarke patted Brooke’s shoulder and stepped away. “There’s another possibility, and one that’s been nagging at the back of my mind ever since we fought Pryce and Hatchett. How we fought only them.”

Emma looked up suddenly. “No werewolf backup.”

“That’s right. At the time, we thought we had an explanation, which was that Hatchett had rushed to engage us before we slipped away. But in hindsight, that seems rather odd, doesn’t it? A d-hunter has amassed a sizable force of Charmed werewolves, and none of them participate in the fight? Nor were any of them with Pryce when she sent him to scout out the mansion? Surely, her werewolves could have tracked us after we left the crash site, right?”

“Okay,” Sammy said, “but what does this mean?”

“It means someone else Charmed the Sandovals,” Clarke continued. “And this same person also Charmed Brooke’s parents. Furthermore, there’s little reason to Track the Scepter of Bone anymore. We know where it’ll end up eventually.”

Brooke’s ears shot up. “The Black Door!”

“Exactly. And that may happen sooner rather than later. Whoever is behind this has been operating in secret for some time.” He swept a hand around the ransacked room. “But this is a bold move, which tells me our enemy is done hiding.”

He fished his phone out of a pocket.

“Unfortunately, the list of people who could pull this off is also a short one.”

He selected one of his recent contacts and put the call on speaker.

“The Establishment, front desk. Here to provide all your moonlit delights. How may we serve you?”

“I’d like to speak with Linda Sarkany.”

“I’m sorry, but Miss Sarkany is busy at the moment. Can I take a message for you?”

“No, I need to talk to her directly. It’s vitally important that I speak with her.”

“Again, sir, I’m sorry, but she gave me clear instructions. She’s not to be disturbed under any circumstances. Is there something else I can help you with?”

“You can go get your boss and bring her over to the phone.”

“Is there something else I can help you with, sir?”

“Apparently not.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, sir. If you need anything else, please call again.”

The hostess ended the call, and Clarke lowered his phone. He tried contacting Linda directly but the call went to voicemail after several rings.

“You think Linda’s behind this?” Emma asked, brow creased.

“Either that, or she’s fighting for her life against a horde of mind-controlled werewolves.” He pocketed his phone. “Or she’s dead already. Whatever’s going on, we need to head for The Establishment. Right now.”
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Clarke drove the X7 toward downtown Chester Creek as the sun began its leisurely descent toward the horizon. Ashley cast Fortify on him, her hands on his shoulders, halo glowing. The magic sang within him, filling his mind with reassuring golden light, and when she finished, she switched to Brooke. Emma and Sammy waited their turns in the back row.

Emma gazed out the window in quiet contemplation while Sammy loaded her Smith & Wesson Model 686.

“Is the Fortify necessary?” the slime girl asked, breaking the silence. “Are we really going through that door without the scepter?”

“We need to be prepared for anything,” Clarke replied, and turned down a side street. “There’s only one place the scepter can be used. It was stolen now for a reason, and let’s not forget the timing. This happened almost immediately after we opened the Black Door for the first time.”

“I’ve been pondering the unusual timing myself.” Ashley rested her hands on Brooke’s shoulder and forearm. “Someone may have planted a Far Sight spell within the Black Door’s room.”

“Or had a secret camera installed,” Emma added, still staring out the window.

“Either way, the list of suspects remains short,” Clarke said darkly.

“Do you really believe Linda’s behind this?” Emma asked.

“I don’t know what I believe.” He shook his head, jawline tense. “Whatever’s going on, we’re charging straight into the thick of it, so make sure you’re ready.”

“You got it, boss.” Sammy sank the revolver into her chest.

“Same here.” Emma rested a hand on the guitar case across her lap.

“But if Linda …” Sammy paused doubtfully. “Or whoever’s behind this is already past the door, how do we pick up the trail?”

“The Tracking spell.” Ashley unbuckled and crouch-walked over to the back row. She rested her hands on Sammy.

“But I thought the spell was blocked,” the slime girl said.

“True, but within the never-realm, any conventional spell will stand out. The unusual nature of the realm will act as a contrast to the normal. An amplifier of sorts.” The angel gave her a tiny shrug. “If I’m wrong, we’ll know it almost immediately.”

“Wonderful,” Sammy groused, and ran fingers through her fiery hair. “I hope your magic works. I’m not looking forward to my brain being scrambled a second time.”

“None of us are,” Clarke said, “but I believe in Ashley, and her magic. She won’t let us down.”

“Thank you.” Ashley’s words were barely more than a whisper. “You all have my solemn word I’ll protect you.”

“And we’ll do the same for you.” Brooke put a hand on Ashley’s shoulder.

Emma echoed the gesture from the other side, and the angel’s smile grew as her halo brightened.

“We’ve got your back, Ash,” the succubus said in a solemn tone. “Never forget that.”

“Yeah, girl,” Sammy added. “We’ve got this. We make one hell of a team, and that includes you.”

“Again, I thank you.”

Clarke glanced at the ladies through his rearview mirror, and he smiled at the comradery on display. Sammy was right, they did make one hell of a team, and though none of them knew what sort of danger they were barreling toward, they would face it together.

That last part filled him with pride. Anyone who threatened one of them had to contend with all of them. Brooke and Sammy would rip and smash anyone who dared harm them, and Emma had eagerly joined their ranks thanks to the shielding she’d gained through their marital bond. Even Ixia, with her pregnancy and her support magic, was here in spirit, her efforts embodied within each enchanted firearm and bullet.

But with all that in place, there was yet another wrinkle they had to consider.

“The Charm spells,” Clarke began, “what’s the best way to counteract them?”

“Restrain the subject within a magic circle,” Ashley replied, “and Dispel the Charm over time.”

“I mean realistically, in the middle of a fight.”

“Enough physical harm should shake the effect. It won’t Dispel the Charm completely, but should loosen the spell’s grip enough for the victims to resist the corruption on their own.”

“So, basically,” Sammy summarized, “we can beat some sense into any werewolves that stand in our way.”

“That’s one option, at least.”

“Sounds like it’s our only one if we’re forced to fight.” Clarke caught Brooke’s gaze in the rearview mirror. “There’s a good chance we’re going to have a rough up a lot of werewolves, your parents included. You okay with that?”

“Yeah. I won’t like it. Hell, I hate the thought of doing this, but we can’t just leave them with addled brains. This needs to be done, and I’ll get my claws dirty right alongside the rest of you.”

“Glad to hear it. Then the question becomes: how much of a beating can we safely dish out?”

“Quite a lot.” Brooke thumped her chest. “There’s not much we can’t regenerate from, given enough time, but we’re not invincible. Severe head or chest trauma will do us in. Decapitation, anything that stops the heart, stuff like that.”

“Let’s be clear about this.” Clarke caught their eyes in the mirror. “Any Charmed werewolves we face are victims, just like poor Richie was. Killing them must absolutely be our last resort. Understood?”

“Loud and clear.” Sammy elongated her fingers into bubblegum pink ribbons. “My toxins should help there.”

“What about this bad boy?” Emma patted her guitar case.

“Should be fine.” Brooke shrugged. “Relatively speaking. Your targets won’t enjoy it, but they’ll live. Same with Sammy’s peashooter.”

“Hey!” Sammy rested a hand against her chest. “Not so loud. Bessy will hear you.”

“You named your gun Bessy?” Emma asked.

“Don’t judge. She’s sensitive.”

“She’s a revolver.”

“I don’t intend to use my gun unless I need to.” Brooke touched her holstered pistol. “And that goes double for your hand cannon, Clarke. It could blow their heads apart even without a witch’s magic.”

“I figured,” Clarke replied. “All right, ladies. Assume we’re in for a fight, but be ready to pull your punches. I know it’s going to be a tough balancing act, but if anyone can make this happen, it’s you. The werewolves we face may try to kill us, but don’t forget that they need our help, and we won’t let them down.”

He pulled into a parking space along the side of a narrow road. The street was lined with small businesses.

“We’re here. Let’s go.”

[image: ]


They followed the sidewalk into the heart of Chester Creek, then turned down a pedestrian-only street. The Establishment was nestled in a humble corner of downtown, and the large wooden sign swayed on its chains from a gust of warm wind. The scent and feel of the air told Clarke a storm was brewing.

How appropriate, he thought wryly.

The setting sun cast orange highlights over distant clouds, and the back of Clarke’s shirt flapped in the strong breeze. He grabbed the door handle.

“Locked.”

“As if that’ll stop us,” Sammy mused.

Clarke turned back. “Emma, Ashley, wait out here for now.”

“Sure thing, but what for?” Emma asked.

“There’s a chance we don’t have a proper read on the situation. We think we know what’s going on, but we don’t know for certain. And even if we do have the situation nailed, there’s a chance I can get through to the Charmed werewolves. Maybe talk them down, but in order to do that, we can’t present a threat. That means you and I don’t cast Sanguine Shield until after the fur starts to fly, which leaves you vulnerable.”

“Got it, Clarke.” Emma set her guitar case on the ground and flipped the clasps open. She retrieved her shotgun. “I’ll wait out here with Ashley.”

“Brooke, Sammy, no transformations unless we’re forced to fight.”

“Understood.” Brooke nodded, struggling to keep her ears from folding back.

“Not a problem for me.” Sammy ran a hand down her body. “My skin’s just for looks anyway. I’m always ready for a brawl.”

“All right, ladies. Time to see what we’re up against.”

Clarke cast Minor Telekinesis on the lock, and it clicked open. He swung the door wide and led the way through. His step stuttered when he saw who awaited him behind the hostess podium. He steeled himself and marched smartly over with Brooke and Sammy at his back.

“Mason Sandoval,” Clarke said neutrally. “What a surprise.”

“I could say the same about you.” The huge, muscular wolfman ground his cigar into the podium’s varnished wood. His toothy grin was white against his long, black beard. “Seems I recall locking that door.”

“You did. We let ourselves in.”

He made a tut-tut sound. “Shame on you. That’s trespassing.”

“We’re allowed to be here.”

“I don’t see your name on the guest list.” The wolfman picked up a piece of paper and inspected it. As far as Clarke could tell, the page was blank. “Nope. Sorry. Your name’s not here.”

“Is Linda in?”

“Nope. She’s … occupied at the moment. Left me in charge.”

“Left you in charge?” Clarke raised an eyebrow. “She hire you recently?”

Mason chuckled darkly. “Not quite.”

“If not her, then who?”

The wolfman gave him a condescending smirk.

“You should know Linda’s given us free rein over the place,” Clarke added.

“A lot can change in a few hours.”

“So it would seem.” Clarke glanced around the restaurant.

Dozens of tables were neatly arranged in preparation for the dinner crowd, chairs tucked in, centerpieces set, and silverware deployed within cloth napkin rolls. The hearth wasn’t lit yet, and the absence of its crackling light draped the decor in an unfriendly gloom.

Clarke didn’t see anyone else, even with his enhanced senses, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. He glanced back to Brooke, and she flashed a quick five-fingered signal, followed that with a one-fingered signal, then flicked her eyes toward the room.

Six more, he thought. Seven in total, counting Mason. Probably all unhexed werewolves. Damn.

He faced Mason Sandoval once more.

“We’re heading down to the basement.” Clarke made to cross the dining room, but Mason blocked his path.

“No, you’re not.”

“You going to stop us, Mason?”

“If you make me.” His muscles flexed, straining against his flannel shirt. “Wanna try it, runt?”

“What I want is for you to step aside.” Clarke met the wolfman’s eyes. “Now.”

“Let me tell you something, blood knight.” Mason cracked his knuckles. “You may be top dog within your own band of misfits, but I’m a werewolf alpha, unshackled by any hex. You should know what that means, given the pup you’ve been whoring around with.”

Brooke let out a deepthroated, bestial growl, but Mason ignored her.

“And don’t think for a second I’m alone,” the wolfman continued. “Mess with me, and you mess with my pack.”

The two men stood at the edge of a violent precipice, but neither seemed willing to take that final step forward into blood and fury and pain. Clarke reached out and touched the wolfman’s mind, sensed the shape of his emotions: angry and wild but slathered with a chilling fear.

The fear of failing the one he loved.

“You’re still Charmed,” Clarke said coldly, his own rage boiling hot.

But not at Mason, for he was simply another victim in all this. A victim so blinded by magic he’d been denied even the simple dignity of grieving for his dead son.

Mason’s face twitched. His lips curled to reveal long wolfish fangs, and he sneered. His black hair thickened, lengthened. His muscles bulged⁠—

—and then he pounced.
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Clarke cast Sanguine Shield a split second before the hulking, transforming wolfman crashed into him. Red energy flashed, and the pair tumbled across the ground. Wolfish claws and teeth snapped. Mason’s snout grew, eyes wild, and his shirt ripped open along the arms and back. Clarke kicked the werewolf in the stomach to throw him off, but his boot might as well have hit solid stone.

Brooke and Sammy rushed to his aid, but enraged snarls filled the restaurant, and more werewolves bounded toward them. Brooke replied with her own deafening battle cry as she transformed, and Sammy engorged her fists into pink bowling balls.

“Come at me, you furry punks!”

The two forces collided in a wild melee, and Mason chomped into Clarke’s neck. Red lightning sizzled his maw, but his teeth bored in, drawing blood. Clarke gasped as Emma burst in through the door. She leveled her shotgun at the black werewolf and fired.

Enchanted buckshot savaged the werewolf’s back, and he howled. Clarke threw him off with another kick and scrambled back to his feet. Mason landed on all fours, yellow eyes glinting with predator glee. He licked his teeth with a long, flexible tongue.

Emma dashed around and behind Clarke, blasting away. Sammy walloped a gray-and-white werewolf with one massive fist and sent the shifter flying. The werewolf landed on her side, breaking one of the tables. Brooke shoulder-tackled another into the wall. Wooden panels burst, and she twisted one of the shifter’s arms around until bone cracked.

“Die!”

A burly brown werewolf rushed Clarke from the side. He twisted away from the reaching claws, grabbed the shifter by the throat, and slammed him into the ground. He held him there, a knee against the werewolf’s massive chest, and cast Toxic Touch. The full force of his new slime powers seeped into the werewolf body, and his yellow eyes bulged.

The werewolf scrabbled under his grip, claws lashing at his arm, shredding cloth and drawing blood. Clarke punched him hard in the gut. The werewolf squirmed under him frantically, managed to gain some purchase against the floor and shoved Clarke off.

The two combatants backed away, and Mason bared his fangs at the other shifter.

“Find someone else to play with,” the huge alpha snarled. “This one’s mine.”

The brown werewolf snapped his jaws, then scurried toward the chaotic battle smashing and crashing its way across the dining hall. It may have been six against three, but Clarke knew his wives could handle themselves in a tussle. Yes, they were up against twice their number in unhexed werewolves, but they’d let him know if they needed help, and he’d be able to detect any injuries through their bonds.

His job was to take out the enemy leader.

Clarke and Mason circled the open space near the entrance, sizing each other up, and a realization bothered Clarke. That brown werewolf had been fazed by the toxins, but the attack should have put him down for the count. Something else was going on here, and Clarke stretched his ethereal sense to find out what.

He tasted the magic infusing Mason and found not all of it was shifter in origin. Someone had armored the werewolf in layers of defensive magic.

Clarke ripped one ragged sleeve off and tossed it aside. Droplets of blood splattered the floor as the cuts on his forearm began to close.

“That whore has made you as tough as us.” Mason’s lips curled back. “Good. I didn’t want this to be easy.”

“It won’t be, let me assure you.” Clarke raised his fists and lowered his center of gravity into a basic Karate stance.

“No thirstblade? Now I’m offended.”

“I won’t need it. Not for you.”

“Smug, aren’t we? We’ll see how long that lasts.”

“You’ve got some interesting spells on you, Mason. Resist Toxins and Resist Piercing, if I’m not mistaken. Maybe a few others.”

“What of it?”

“That combination makes you resilient to slime toxins and gunfire. In short, we were expected.”

“You trying to talk me to death?” Mason spread his claws. “I didn’t take the legendary J.B. Clarke to be a coward.”

“As you wish.” Clarke shifted his back foot for better traction. “Let’s do this.”

“About fucking ti⁠—”

Clarke exploded forward, and his fist crashed into Mason’s snout, throwing the werewolf’s head back. Mason let out a brief growl, then slashed at him, raking his claws across Clarke’s shield. Red sparks flew, and Clarke punched Mason in the chest. The impact reverberated against stone-hard muscles, and Mason swiped again.

Clarke backed away, letting the claws cut through open air.

Mason wiped his snout with the back of a huge hand. He spat out a bloody gob.

“That all you got, blood knight?”

“If you want more, you know where to find it.”

“Heh. Now that’s more like it.”

Mason barreled forward low to the ground with arms spread and jaws wide. He rose, claws slashing upward with enough force to rend steel. Clarke blocked one of the werewolf’s huge arms, his shield sputtering, then smashed his fist into Mason’s elongated face. Bloody drool flew from the werewolf’s mouth, but he spun around the attack and closed for a vicious neck bite.

Clarke jerked away, and Mason snapped at nothing.

Their eyes met, and Clarke spent a portion of his life to cast Blood Freeze. Vitality transformed into magic, pulsing outward to shudder through Mason’s body. He was too big, too powerful, and too magically armored for the spell to kill him, but all Clarke needed—all he wanted—was an opening.

He found it, and smashed his forehead against the werewolf’s snout.

Cartilage shattered. Front teeth collapsed inward. A canine snapped off. Mason staggered back, dazed by the colossal impact, and Clarke followed, hitting him with a second Blood Freeze. The werewolf twitched, and Clarke pummeled his chest with a trio of savage punches.

Ribs cracked, and Mason stumbled. He raised his arms protectively, but Clarke stuck to him. If he couldn’t hit the werewolf’s body, then he’d go for the limbs.

He cast Toxic Touch and grabbed the hulking werewolf by the wrists. Mason had to weigh at least twice as much as him, but Clarke didn’t need the ground for leverage. His incubus wings spread from his back, and he cast Fly, driving Mason’s arms into the ground. Wrist bones shattered, but the fight hadn’t yet been beaten out of the werewolf. He lay on the ground prone, but he managed to push himself forward and snapped at Clarke with his busted maw.

Broken teeth chomped into Clarke’s shoulder. His Sanguine Shield fizzled out, and Mason tore bloody grooves through his flesh. The werewolf jerked his head back, strips of flesh hanging from his teeth.

“Enough!” Clarke shouted. He brought his knee crashing down on Mason’s elbow, and more bones shattered.

Mason tried to pull away, but Clarke pinned his arms to the floor. The werewolf snarled, and jerked forward for another bite. Clarke saw it coming and preempted the attack with his own vicious headbutt. The werewolf’s skull cracked, and one of his eyes burst like rotten fruit.

Mason’s head dropped to the floor in a wet, misshapen heap, and Clarke rose, bloodied but victorious. He summoned his thirstblade and drove the blade through one of Mason’s palms, siphoning off a portion of the werewolf’s vitality to replenish his own, taking only what he needed, for he knew this battle had only just begun.

His shield snapped back to full strength, and his wounds closed more rapidly.

Clarke withdrew the blade and let it dissipate.

“Why …” Mason groaned, rolling onto his back. “Why was I so mad at you?”

“Think long and hard about what you’ve done here.” Clarke wagged a stern finger at him. “Bad dog. Bad.”

“Whatever.” Mason’s chest rose and fell with pained breaths. “I hurt too much to care.”

Clarke stepped aside and surveyed the restaurant floor.

Or what was left of it.

Roughly half the furniture had been smashed, and bones from demolished trophies littered the ground. Groaning werewolves sat, lay, rolled, or crawled about in obvious agony, most with limbs not in their correct orientation. One sorry example hung unconscious from the rafters, though how he’d gotten way up there wasn’t immediately clear.

Emma retrieved shells from her bandolier and reloaded her shotgun with calm nonchalance while Brooke licked at a nasty gash across one forearm. Sammy approached Clarke, smiling broadly, one slime arm looped around a werewolf’s neck like a thick leash. The werewolf appeared to be an inch away from losing his lunch.

“Hey, Clarke!” the slime girl said brightly. “Have fun with Mason?”

“For a certain value of ‘fun.’ How about you?”

“We managed.” Sammy tugged on the werewolf’s slime-leash. “That right, Fido?”

“Huk. Hurk.”

“Come on. Got anything to say for yourself?”

The werewolf shook his head, but that only served to make his indigestion worse. He closed his mouth, chest heaving.

“They all subdued?” Clarke asked.

“Yep.” Brooke lowered her arm. “Knocked some sense right into this lot. It’ll be days before they’re back to normal, but they’ll heal.”

“Good work. All of you.” Clarke placed a hand on Brooke’s shoulder, and she grinned toothily as he passed. “Come on. Let’s see what awaits us in the basement.”
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They found the Black Door’s room unchanged from earlier in the day.

“Brooke?” Clarke gestured around the room. “Anything you can tell us?”

She sampled the air, snout bobbing.

“My parents were here recently. Someone else was with them, but I can’t tell who.”

“Did they head through the door?”

“Not sure.” Brooke approached the magical door and sniffed its surface. Her snout lingered near the handle, and she nodded. “My dad’s scent is all over the handle.”

“Then we should assume they’ve gone inside.”

“With the scepter,” Emma added softly, her tone tinged with worry.

“Are we really doing this?” Sammy asked. “Charging into brain-melt-land without the means to find our way?”

“Ashley?” Clarke prompted.

“I won’t know if I can Track the scepter until we step through,” the angel replied, “but I’m confident I can protect everyone’s minds from the worst of the never-realm’s influence. Though not completely, nor indefinitely.”

“Those aren’t comforting qualifiers,” Sammy grumbled. “How long can you hold up the aura?”

“I won’t know until⁠—”

“Until you hit your limit and it’s too late for the rest of us?”

Ashley grimaced at the slime girl’s interruption, but then nodded.

“That’s a fair enough summary.”

“Clarke?” Sammy asked. “I’ll be honest. This has me worried.”

“Is there any other way we can do this?” Clarke asked. “Any way to keep the Portal of Gold from being claimed by someone else?”

“Other than following them through?” Ashley replied.

“Yes.”

“None that I’m aware of.”

“Then our path is clear.” He faced the Black Door. “Everyone, we’re going in.”

“Oh boy.” Sammy drew her pistol. “Here it comes.”

“We can do this,” Brooke hunched forward with spread claws.

“You said it.” Emma raised her shotgun.

Doubt clawed at Clarke despite his outward confidence. Yes, he was Broken Fang’s leader, and a leader had to lead, but was this the right call? Was everyone about to charge to their deaths because of him? He didn’t know, couldn’t know, but what other option existed? He could lead the loves of his life into peril and death … or he could turn away and let the Portal of Gold slip from their grasp.

That was no choice at all.

And yet …

“We’re with you, Clarke.” Emma gazed upon him with loving eyes. “Always.”

Of course, his empathic wife would sense his inner conflict. She knew how dangerous this was; they all did. And yet none of them showed the slightest sign of backing down. If he went through that door, they all would, and that was the end of it.

Of course, they were afraid. Of course, they feared what could happen to them.

But each of them knew their place, just as he knew his.

They were comrades in this battle against evil.

But more than that, they were family.

Till death do us part, he thought with grim determination.

“Ashley, cast your spell,” he commanded.

The angel’s halo blazed with golden light, and a thick blanket draped itself over his thoughts. It tightened around him, firm yet comforting, slipping into place alongside the Fortify spell to buttress his mind.

“Done.” The angel approached the door, her halo a hot, incomplete band spinning over her head. “I’ll need to focus on the aura the whole time we’re within the never-realm. It’ll be difficult for me to cast any other magic while maintaining the aura.”

“Understood.” Clarke reached for the handle. “Brace yourselves, ladies. We’re going in.”

He opened the door.

A gust of insanity rushed through the crack, billowing outward to slam his mind. The experience was like cannonballing into a frigid lake, and the sudden shock shuddered through him. But he remained in control. His mind was his own, his limbs were his to command. He swung the door wide and peered into the never-realm.

He squinted against the searing brightness of its pitch-black sky, the silent air howling around them. He wanted to shut his eyes and cover his ears, but he pushed back against those nonsensical impulses and took in the alien landscape.

He almost wished he hadn’t.

The ground, if it could even be called that, undulated. It heaved and shifted, creating hideous slow-motion waves of flesh. Gibbering mouths formed pits lined with human teeth. The smallest could gobble up his foot and the largest formed great ravines.

Clarke conjured his thirstblade and walked out onto the fleshy hellscape. The ground was as hard as stone underneath his boots, despite how it swelled and rippled across this terrible horizon.

The women of Broken Fang joined him.

“Hoh-lee shit!” Sammy took a few steps forward, hands on her hips. “I can now honestly say I’ve been somewhere worse than San Francisco.”

Clarke couldn’t help but chuckle. Leave it to Sammy to lighten the mood with a well-timed quip, despite the fears gripping all of them.

“The bluish jungle was better?” Brooke asked incredulously.

“Yep. Less poop on the ground in the jungle.”

“Ashley?” Clarke asked. “The scepter?”

“I can sense the Tracking spell.” The angel came alongside him, her voice as calm and proper as ever. She pointed toward a path that cut between a gaping mouth canyon and a cluster of … meaty tentacle trees?

“I should be able to help, too.” Brooke dropped to her knees and sniffed the ground. “Yeah, got them. This whole place smells wrong, which makes the familiar stand out more. I can follow my parents’ scent.”

The werewolf bobbed her snout in the same direction Ashley had indicated.

“Then we have our heading.” Clarke started toward the gap. “Let’s go.”
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They trekked across the never-realm for over an hour, cutting through a writhing forest of tentacles, past towering obelisks of bone and flesh, and across a slender, pulsating bridge that spanned a bottomless chasm rimmed with giant teeth.

Clarke shielded his eyes from the glaring darkness and steeled his mind against the realm’s incomprehensibility. Ashley marched alongside him, halo glowing hot, face fixed with harsh concentration. Alien voices whispered shouts into his ears, their unspoken words full of poisonous promises, but each time doubts began to worm into his skull, a bright, burning clarity scorched through him, banishing the insanity.

They marched on, across a plain that seemed to expand and contract with giant, slow breaths, and the air carried a noiseless warning. It was distant at first, yet close at the same time, descending from the ground, rising from the black sky.

The sound invaded his mind, indistinct at first, yet growing in clarity.

It was laughter, terrible and alien and so disgustingly joyful.

They approached a cluster of three mouths in the ground, each large enough to swallow a car, and all of them quivering with silent glee. Their lips curled into cruel smiles, tongues lashing, teeth chattering.

Ashley stopped.

Clarke turned back to the angel and saw the cold seriousness on her face.

“Something’s wrong,” he uttered. It was not a question.

“Gvk-Ta.” She never took her eyes off the three ground-mouths. “The neverlife horde is aware of us.”

“Should we pick up the pace?” he asked, and Ashley shook her head.

“Too late. Here they come.”

Clarke snapped out his thirstblade.

The three mouths strained and widened. Their tongues settled against the ground to form fleshy ramps, and black creatures skittered up their throats. They were vile, many-limbed abominations, similar in silhouette to spiders and about the size of small house pets. Their eyeless forms writhed forward on flexible tentacles.

“Ah!” Sammy squeaked, taking a step back. “Spooders!”

“They’re called Gvk⁠—”

“Spooders!”

One of the creatures reared up on its hind tentacles, revealing a large, red-lipped mouth along its belly. The mouth opened toothily and laughed at them in silence. It dropped back down and rushed forward.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Sammy brought an enlarged foot crashing down atop the creature, and its back split open in a shower of dark ichor.

The rest of the swarm rushed forward, and more chittering abominations poured out of the mouths.

“Let’s see how you like this!” Clarke shouted, his inner engine converting life into offensive magic. He drew upon the wealth of mana surging within his body and cast Wide Blood Boil. The spell slammed into the swarming creatures, and their front ranks stumbled. Their amorphous frames bulged, then exploded in violent black sprays, but more charged through the carnage.

Emma fired, and buckshot ripped through the creatures. She spread her batlike wings and ascended, peppering the swarm with shot after shot. One of the creatures reached Brooke, and she reduced it to wet ribbons with a brutal slash. Another leaped at Sammy, tentacles wide, teeth chattering. She punched through its mouth, fist emerging out its back.

Clarke cleaved two of the creatures in half, Drained their life essence, and hit the swarm with another Wide Blood Boil. More of the creatures exploded or dropped dead as he cooked their innards.

Clarke and the ladies of Broken Fang sliced, ripped, smashed, and blasted their way through the swarm. The flow of creatures pouring out of the ground-mouths slowed to a trickle, and then stopped entirely. Two of the ground-mouths closed, but the central mouth gaped wide. It convulsed as if vomiting, and a far larger creature climbed up its throat.

“Spooder!” Sammy shouted.

“These are⁠—”

“Giant spooder!”

The throat convulsed again and again. Each time a new, hulking monstrosity emerged. Three tentacled horrors formed up and began to advance.

Clarke cast Wide Blood Boil once more, and the spell rippled through the creatures. They twitched and shuddered, but continued to close. He backed away, one careful step at a time, thirstblade ready as he appraised these larger threats. Sammy and Brooke took up positions to either side of him, and Emma floated above and behind them, reloading her shotgun.

“The bigger they are …” Brooke growled, claws dripping with black blood.

“Don’t underestimate the spooders,” Sammy warned. “They’re as devilish as they are ugly.”

“They’re not spooders.”

“They are in my book.”

“Ash?” Brooke glanced quickly over her shoulder. “You know what these things are called?”

“They are a form of neverlife known as Gvk-Ta,” Ashley explained, floating back beside Emma in relative safety. “These particular specimens are Gvk-Ta-Vxlkn.”

“Uhh, right. Giv … givic …”

“Just call them spooders,” Sammy said. “It’s easier that way.”

“Guess you have a point there.”

“Focus, ladies.” Clarke raised his sword. “On my mark.”

He was about to give the order to attack when a distant howl cut across the swelling flesh plain. It pierced the air as a clarion call of reality: loud, sharp, clear, and devoid of any contradictions.

The three tentacle monsters faced the source of the howl—for a certain value of “faced”—and then bolted in that direction, writhing tentacles carrying them forward with the speed of horses in full gallop.

Clarke watched them disappear over the rise, thirstblade humming in his hands.

“What was that?” Sammy asked.

“A werewolf.” Clarke turned to Brooke. “Right?”

Brooke nodded. “I think that was my dad.”

“The scepter is in that direction as well.” Ashley landed beside them.

“Then that’s where we need to be.” Clarke gestured for them to follow him. “Come on, ladies! Let’s move!”
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They chased after the huge tentacle-spiders but were quickly outpaced. Another angry roar echoed in the distance, and the monsters disappeared over an engorged, fleshy rise. Clarke had nearly crested the top of the obscene hill when an explosion cracked the air.

The sharp bang came as a welcome relief to ears assaulted by silent, deafening laughter. By contrast, the explosion was familiar and understandable, even though its source would undoubtedly pose a threat to him.

He reached the top of the hill and came within sight of a pair of spinal pillars that marked the entrance to a path leading down toward a wide, open ravine. A trio of figures stood or hunched at the threshold: two werewolves and Linda Sarkany. The ground before them had been blasted by magic, and smoke rose from the quivering remains of the three monsters.

One of the werewolves was a hulking brute, even larger than Mason, with rich brown fur the same shade as Brooke’s. The other was leaner with dirty blonde fur and a creamy chest and belly. Both were topless, their ripped jeans straining against thick leg muscles.

Linda wore a backless green dress completely unsuited for traipsing through an extradimensional hellscape. Her dark horns corkscrewed upward in a V shape, and her large, leathery wings were tucked behind her back. One of her eyes was a vivid blue, the other a golden orb with a black slit. An aura of smoke rose around her as she regarded the dead monsters with mild contempt. She held the Scepter of Bone in one hand, its runes glowing faintly.

“Sarkany!” Clarke shouted from atop the hill, and the woman’s eyes flicked up to meet his. He glared at her as the rest of Broken Fang joined him along the hilltop.

Linda put a hand on her hip, smiled thinly, and shook her head.

“I should have known you’d find a way.”

“What do you think you’re doing?” he barked.

“Exactly what I’ve been planning all along!” she shouted back.

“And that is?”

“You realize this isn’t the best place for a chat, don’t you, Clarke?”

“Maybe so, but here we are!”

“Fine then! But I’d rather not shout the whole time! The ground has ears around here!” She beckoned him closer. “Come on! I won’t bite!”

He took slow, deliberate steps down the hill, eyes fixed on her. The two werewolves snarled and snapped at the air, but Linda steadied them with a quick swipe of her arm.

“Vince and Luna Hawthorne, I presume?” Clarke asked once he stood opposite Linda, the blasted stretch of ground separating them. Black fluid wept from fleshy cracks, and a mouth formed. It began to eat one of the corpses.

“You presume correctly,” Linda replied.

“Charmed?”

“That’s right.”

“By you?”

“Correct.”

“Why?” Clarke shook his head slowly, never taking his eyes off her.

“Because that’s what I’ve been doing for decades.” Linda spread her arms. “I’m rather gifted when it comes to Charms, and werewolves are especially vulnerable. My late husband’s business has proven quite valuable, providing me with convenient access to the manpower—or were-power, I suppose—I’ve needed over the years.”

“Then you’re the one who Charmed the Sandovals.”

“Correct again.”

“The one who sent Richie to his death. And the Kozaks, too.”

“Regrettably so.”

“‘Regrettably’?” His mouth twisted in disgust.

“Don’t blame me for their fates. I’m not the one who summoned the seraphic adjutant.” Linda pointed an accusing finger at Ashley. “She did!”

“You’re the one who brainwashed them. You better believe I blame you. What about your late husband? Did you Charm him, too, just so you could control his business when he died?”

“Certainly not!” Linda frowned sadly. “Clarke, what kind of a monster do you think I am?”

“The kind who uses people as if they’re disposable tools.”

“That’s not true at all. I loved him, and my overtures toward you were genuine as well! I don’t want to fight you!”

“Because I’m the stud you believe can finally impregnate you?” he replied bitterly.

“That’s not the whole story.”

“Then what is?”

“What do you mean?”

“The whole, unvarnished story. What is it?”

“I …”

“If you don’t want to fight me, then you can start by giving me the truth. All of it.”

“You won’t like what I have to say,” she warned sadly.

“Linda, please.” He barked a laugh at her and spread his arms. “Look at where we are. Look at what we’re about to do. How much worse can the truth make this?”

“You say that now, but⁠—”

“Tell me!” His voice thundered across the undulating hills.

Linda flinched, but then slowly nodded.

“Very well.” She raised her head. “As a man I respect, I will honor your request, however foolish I believe it to be. I will lay all my cards on the table face up. In exchange, you’ll permit me to finish. No sneak attacks or other shenanigans. And when I’m done, I’ll have a question for you. Agreed?”

“Yes.” Clarke banished his thirstblade. “You have my word. There will be no violence between us until you’ve finished.”

“Or she breaks her word,” Brooke snarled.

Vince growled back at his daughter, and Luna bunched up her fists. Linda hissed out a quick command, and the two werewolves each took a step back.

“Fair enough.” Linda turned back to Clarke more diplomatically. “This part of my story starts roughly twenty years ago when I betrayed the angel Sandalphon.”

“Another angel?” Clarke asked.

“No. Sandalphon.” Linda pointed behind him. “‘Sandy’ for short. You know her as Ashley Smith.”

“You’re the one who betrayed us?” Ashley asked, uncharacteristic anger leaking into her voice.

“I did.”

“Why?”

“Because you were wrong!” Linda snapped suddenly. “You don’t understand the nature of mortals! Never have! Your plan would have led to pandemonium, and you needed to be stopped!”

“What was Ashley’s plan?” Clarke asked.

“To use the Throne of Shadows to wipe away all of humanity’s hexes in one fell swoop.”

“And this is a bad thing … why?”

“Because billions of people will become aware of the occult all at the same time! Think back to your own awakening. You had guides! Now imagine your wives weren’t there when you suddenly started seeing orcs and shifters and all the rest. Imagine all the ways that could have gone wrong for you, how misunderstandings could have led to violence and death. Now take those poor decisions and amplify them by several orders of magnitude. Put these confused people in charge of guns and ships and tanks and fighters and vast nuclear arsenals. Imagine the panic gripping whole nations. What would be left when the dust settled? A radioactive husk! An Earth littered with corpses! That’s why she needed to be stopped!”

Linda took a calming breath and met his gaze levelly.

“That’s why I revealed Ashley’s plan to Belphegor.”

“The mother of all vampires?” Clarke added.

“That’s right. And if you ever meet her, you’ll understand another reason why I refuse to trust this so-called angel. In response to my warning, Belphegor dispatched the vampires of Knightfall, her personal cadre of blood knight killers. You think the Academy’s d-hunters are bad? Ha! You haven’t seen anything yet!”

“You’re in league with the vampires?”

“I use them. Just as they’ve used me over the centuries. The only way to get ahead is to play the game, and the vampires set the rules.”

“But, because of you, these Knightfall vampires killed my parents?”

“Yes, though in the chaos Ashley managed to secret away their only child.” Linda gestured toward him with an open palm. “You.”

Clarke grimaced, his jaw tense, almost to the point of pain.

“Afterward, the being you know as Ashley left this plane. Belphegor used the Throne of Shadows to cast one hell of a Transplanar Hex, and Ashley stepped right into it on her way back.” Linda flicked a finger at the empty space over her head. “Which led to her current, weakened state.”

“Then you’re responsible for her injuries, too. How much blood is on your hands?”

“For what it’s worth, Clarke, I regret how my actions played a role in the deaths of your parents. I knew them, and though I didn’t know them well, I never wished any ill will upon them.”

“But your actions did lead to their deaths,” he grated.

“Yes, and I’ve admitted as much. The truth, as you’ve requested.”

“Just another two victims of your machinations?” Clarke asked spitefully.

“I suppose so.” She made a sweeping gesture. “But that’s in the past, and what should concern us far more is the present. And the future.”

“Then lay it all out. Why are you after the Portal of Gold?”

“Because it’s a way for me—” She paused and shook her head. “For us to claim the Throne of Shadows!”

“And then what? Use it to seize control of the world from the vampires? Claim the reins of power?”

“Yes! But also to wield that power correctly.”

“Is that why you kept bringing up the Throne during our date?”

“Yes!” Linda took a step forward. “Don’t you see? You’re the right man in the right place, poised at the threshold of great power. All you need to do is reach out and claim it.” She mimed a grasping gesture.

“With you by my side?”

“Naturally. You’re powerful but inexperienced, as are the rest of your wives. You need someone at your side who sees the big picture, who can navigate the long game.” She placed a hand against her chest. “I’m that woman.”

“But why’d you steal the scepter? Why are you even here?”

“To keep the Portal out of Ashley’s hands. To control the flow of events rather than sit back and let everything be destroyed. Which brings me to my question, Clarke. Will you and your wives stand with me against the angel Sandalphon and her insane plan?”

Clarke glanced over his shoulder at Ashley to find her brow creased with worry, hands clasped tightly in front of her. He’d never seen such a fearful expression on her face before, and he understood why, even as he sensed the angel’s doubt through his Empathy. She didn’t know—couldn’t know the whole truth. How could she hope to defend herself against such accusations?

But she didn’t need to.

He faced Linda once more.

“Before I give my answer, I have one last question for you.”

“Name it.”

“Did you ever try to Charm me?”

“I …” Linda’s lip quivered.

“Did you?”

“Well …”

“Did you?”

She closed her eyes, then nodded slowly.

“When?” he demanded.

“During our date.” She looked up at him. “While we were flying together.”

“Why?”

“Because you weren’t seeing reason!”

“And so you sought to control me.”

“To persuade you.”

“Why didn’t you? What went wrong?”

“Your mind is too strong for my Charms to work.”

“Otherwise, I’d be another of your puppets.”

“No, Clarke! It’s not like that!”

“Linda Sarkany”—he summoned his thirstblade and spun it in a quick flourish—“I have listened to what you have to say. I have heard your question. And now I’m ready to give you my answer. You claim you’re trying to prevent an apocalypse. You claim you wish to seize power alongside us, minus Ashley. You’ve made a lot of claims, but you don’t have anything to back them up.”

Linda narrowed her gaze.

“You used us to release the Green Seal and to open the Black Door after that. You probably played us against Hatchett for your own benefit, too. You’ve treated us like … like game pieces on some elaborate board, lied to us time and time again. No!” Clarke slashed the air. “No more! Your plans end here!”

“I’m a patient woman, Clarke.” Linda’s lips curled back, and her golden eye glinted. “But not a merciful one. I’ll give you this one final chance. Otherwise …”

She snapped her fingers, and Brooke’s parents each took a snarling step forward.

“They won’t stop us.” Clarke pointed his sword at Linda. “You won’t stop us. We’re Broken Fang, and we don’t flee in the face of evil!”
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“So be it.” Linda spread her wings and levitated a foot off the ground. “It didn’t have to be this way, Clarke.”

“You’re wrong there.”

“Am I now?” A sudden, cruel smile spread across her lips. “I may give you a chance to beg for forgiveness later. If you survive.”

She snapped her fingers again, and the two werewolves launched themselves at Clarke. He swung, sword sparking against Luna’s claws, but Vince crashed into him from the other side, and they both went down. Claws sank into his sides and jaws chomped down on his head. His shield flickered and sparked as the werewolf’s jaw clenched like a vise.

“Later!” Linda gave them a quick, sardonic wave, then spun in the air and zipped past the twin spinal columns. She sped down the path into the ravine.

Clarke released his thirstblade and punched Vince in the gut, but the werewolf hardly seemed to notice. They both squirmed on the ground, grappling for advantage, and Vince twisted around, trying to drive more of Clarke’s head into his maw. Hot breath washed over Clarke’s face, reeking from a plethora of spells: Draconic Strength, Draconic Armor, and Draconic Resistance.

He punched the werewolf in the throat, and the jaws loosened enough for Clarke to yank himself free. He rammed a knee into the werewolf’s stomach and was about to follow that up with a punch when Brooke tackled her father from the side. The impact tore the larger werewolf off him, and the two brown furballs hit the ground, snapping and snarling and biting each other in a messy tumble.

“Go, Clarke!” Sammy shouted, squaring off against Luna with Emma providing fire support from above. “We’ve got this!”

“But—”

“Someone needs to stop Sarkany! We’ll handle these two!”

Luna bit into Sammy’s outstretched arm and ripped it loose with a quick jerk. The limb sloshed to the ground.

“Hey!” Sammy lassoed one of Luna’s legs and pulled it out from under her. “I was using that!”

The slime girl heaved the werewolf into the air and slammed her back into the ground. Luna rolled away and growled. Nearby, Brooke and Vince broke away, both of them with blood matting their fur.

Vince tensed himself for a lunge, but a quick shotgun blast knocked him back.

Emma pumped her weapon and fired again. The werewolf shielded his face with a thick forearm, and Brooke tackled him from the side.

“Go do what you need to do.” Emma pumped another shell into the chamber. “We’ll catch up as soon as we can.”

“Thank you, ladies.” He manifested his wings and flared them wide. “Heading out!”

He rose from the ground and shot between the two bone pillars. He followed a serpentine trail down the steep slope then cut left, following the base of the ravine. Pulsating flesh walls towered to either side, and a strange mental pressure built in his mind. He wasn’t close to Ashley anymore, and the effects of her Aura ebbed away, fogging his mind, slowing his actions.

He shook his head and redoubled his focus, weaving back and forth through the ravine. An explosion rang out from ahead. He drew his wings in and cut through the air faster. The canyon walls widened at the end, leading into a circular space that resembled a strange, fleshy auditorium.

Linda stood near the center of a wide black disk a few yards across, the Scepter of Bone in her hand. Smoke rose from her whole body, and the chunks of a massive, tentacled monster lay scattered across the surrounding slopes.

She faced him and tapped the scepter against her palm like a baton, a half-smile on her lips.

Clarke landed a few paces away.

“It’s all right,” she cooed in an understanding tone. “Sandalphon and your wives aren’t here. You don’t need to keep up appearances for their sake.”

“Who said anything about appearances?” he spat back.

Her smile faded. She gave him a little headshake then backed away until she stood atop the Black Seal.

“Stop right there,” he snapped.

“No.” She dropped the femur into its slot. Runes across the seal blazed blue, and the Black Door appeared behind her.

“You trying to run?”

“There’s no need.” She swept a hand across the smoking, tentacled wreckage. “The Unborn Disciple bound to this place couldn’t stop me. What makes you think you’d fare better? You’ve never faced anything like me, I promise you.”

“It’ll take more than a dragonkin with some fire spells to frighten me.”

“Dragonkin?” Linda burst into laughter.

“What’s so funny?”

“Dragon-kin?” She wiped away an imaginary tear. “Oh, Clarke. You poor, naive fool.”

She dug her fingers into the soft skin above her blue eye. Blood oozed as she pushed in past the first knuckle, and Clarke cringed as she scooped out her own eyeball and tossed it aside. Blood trickled from her ruined socket, but her golden eye gleamed.

“I’m no mere dragonkin. My true name is Illustris Tenebris Iram.”

She smiled malevolently, and her teeth transformed into sharp, glittering rubies. Her patches of red scales expanded to encompass her whole body, and a scaly tail sprouted from her tailbone. She grew and stretched, shredding her gown in the process. Her nails turned into ruby daggers, and her mouth elongated. Her twin wings expanded like grand, leathery tapestries.

She dropped down onto all fours, still towering over him, and he backed away.

“I am the Wrath of the Glorious Darkness!” she bellowed, smoke and spits of flame exhaling from her mouth with each syllable. She glared at him with a huge golden eye, the other one ruined by a thick scar that ran from temple to cheek.

“You’re a dragon?!” he exclaimed.

“That I am.”

“But your kind is extinct! The vampires killed all the dragons!”

“Not all of us. I made a deal with them. Even offered Belphegor one of my eyes as proof of my ‘allegiance.’”

Iram spat, and her saliva sizzled against the ground.

“You betrayed your own kind, too?”

“I survived!” Iram scraped ruby claws across the dais, and sparks flew. “As I always have. If survival forces me to ‘ally’ with the disgusting lesser creatures who slaughtered my brethren, then so be it. I still exist. They don’t. Which of us made the wiser choice?”

Clarke backed away.

“I would have given you the world.” The dragon’s lips pulled back to reveal rows of ruby teeth. “But you’re young. Foolish. Inexperienced. I am not … completely without mercy. It can all still be yours, Clarke. All of it. All the glory. All the power. Everything I promised you.”

“At what price?”

She straightened her long neck and fixed him with a cruel glare.

“Kneel. Beg for my forgiveness with all your heart.”

He raised his sword instead.

Iram laughed, and the hearty booms reverberated in his chest.

“Oh, please! It’ll take more than your magic toothpick to harm me.”

“We’ll see about that.”

“Where does this obstinance stem from, I wonder? Ignorance? Pride? Rage? Are you hellbent on opposing me because of your parents?” She struck the ground with her claws, cutting parallel grooves through black stone. “This won’t end well for you.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“Tell me, Clarke: Do you truly understand what it means to face a dragon?”

He said nothing, merely lowered his stance, bracing himself for battle, ready to dash in any direction.

“Then allow me to educate you.”

Iram drew a deep breath. The back of her throat glowed, and she exhaled a stream of white-hot flame. Clarke spread his wings and shot into the air. Her fire breath scorched the ground under him, and he felt the heat on his exposed skin.

The dragon clacked her jaw shut and eyed him as he darted through the air, circling around her.

“You imagine our difference in size gives you some advantage?” she asked, amused, craning her neck. “Go ahead, then. See how far you get.”

Clarke dove at her from behind, sword drawn back, but she spun with shocking speed for such a massive creature. She raised a huge, clawed hand and swatted him out of the sky. He slammed into the ground, shield flashing, body skidding, and came to rest against a fleshy slope.

Clarke rose to his feet and wiped the blood trickling from his mouth. He resummoned his sword and set his stance, wings spread.

“You can’t defeat me on your own,” the dragon said. “Surely you must realize this by now.”

“He’s not alone!” Ashley declared.

Clarke spun to find the angel atop the ravine’s slope. She carried a wounded Vince Hawthorne while Emma carried an equally roughed-up Luna Hawthorne. Both werewolves were back in their hybrid forms, naked from the waist up.

Brooke and Sammy ran into view, and the slime girl stuttered to a halt, eyes wide.

“Uh oh! She’s a biggie!”

“The bigger they are, right?” Brooke asked.

“You really like that phrase today, don’t you?”

Ashley’s Certainty Aura caressed Clarke’s mind, buttressing him against the strangeness of the never-realm.

The dragon cocked her head.

“More fodder for your insane plot, Sandalphon? I should have killed you twenty years ago.”

“Then why didn’t you?” the angel challenged.

“Because you were still of use to me back then. But not anymore.” Iram inhaled, and her throat glowed.

“Watch out!” Clarke shouted.

The dragon breathed flame. Ashley and Emma took flight, and everyone else dove for cover. The plume impacted the slope, blasting outward in fiery streamers and sizzling chunks of meat. A gob of flaming fluid caught on Brooke’s fur, and she patted it down. Another struck Sammy in the leg, and the entire limb combusted with a loud whoosh!

“Fire! Fire!” The slime girl tucked her leg in and rolled across the ground, streaming black fumes. She came to a smoky halt and rose, most of her leg charred.

Clarke felt her injuries as a seed of consciousness nestled within his mind, aware of her pain without feeling it, and he spent a portion of his life to heal her.

“Oh, wow,” Sammy exclaimed as her blackened skin began to break apart and submerge beneath her slime. “Thanks, Clarke! Love ya!”

“You’re all so unbelievably out of your league.” Iram shook her head. “I almost feel sorry for you. Almost.”

Clarke sidestepped around the dragon as Brooke and Sammy made their way down the slope.

Iram flapped her great wings, and the gust threw him back. She flapped again and shot upward toward Ashley. The angel tried to dive away, but the dragon caught her with one great fist. Iram brought her close and doused the angel with hot, hellish flame. Her clothes turned to ash, and her wings broke apart in a rain of vanishing feathers.

Iram clenched her fist around Ashley’s body, crushing her before she launched her toward the ground.

The angel slammed headfirst with a horrible crack, and the ground heaved from the impact. Her halo dimmed, then fell, ringing like a small, silver bell when it hit the ground. Her aura vanished, and all the absurdities of the never-realm pressed in on Clarke’s mind, suffocating his thoughts.

“Ashley!” he cried, racing toward the motionless angel.

“This farce is beneath me,” Iram growled, and landed. She draped her wings around her body and shrank, tail retracting, long neck and head disappearing with a leathery cocoon. She spread her now-smaller wings to reveal a beautiful horned woman, red hair showering over naked shoulders and breasts. She opened her draconic eye, the other squinted shut and leaking bloody tears.

Clarke stopped, halfway to Ashley’s motionless body, and a terrible sense of foreboding overcame him.

Iram backpedaled to the Black Seal and retrieved the Scepter of Bone from its slot.

“Goodbye, Clarke.” She raised the scepter to him. “Cheers to what could have been.”

With her free hand, she reached behind her and grasped the Black Door’s handle.

“Wait! Stop!” Clarke raced toward her, but he knew he was too far away. “Don’t do it!”

Iram smiled impishly, opened the door, and took one step through. She held out the scepter like an offering⁠—

—and then she crushed it one handed. She scattered the bone splinters to the winds and slammed the magical door shut behind her.
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Clarke’s thoughts raced, tugging him in two directions. He wanted to check on Ashley, but his oaths demanded a different action. He was a husband, and he needed to stay focused on saving all of them, and so he dashed toward the Black Door. His hand grasped the lever, and he turned it.

Or tried to.

It wouldn’t move.

It wouldn’t even wiggle.

The Black Door was locked once more.

He kicked it with a shout, but it refused to yield.

His eyes darted this way and that, taking in the shards of the Scepter of Bone, now sprinkled about like sharp, pale snow.

The way was shut.

The key was gone.

They were trapped within this terrifying realm, as hostile to their bodies as to their minds, and the only one among them capable of pushing back the madness lay face down in a crater.

What were they going to do?

What was he going to do to pull them out of this?

What could he do?

Emma landed beside Ashley’s body and placed a worried hand over her mouth. Sammy and Brooke gravitated toward the crater, and Brooke’s parents began their slow, pained descent down the slope.

Clarke sprinted over and knelt beside Ashley’s body. A motionless never-wind caught the blackened scraps of her attire, and flecks of ash pattered against him.

“Ashley?” He slipped tender arms underneath her naked body and slowly turned her over onto her back. He placed a hand against her chest, hoping for a heartbeat or the rising and falling of breaths.

He felt nothing, and began to despair.

He reached over and took hold of her halo, now an inert, broken ring of metal. He fitted it in place atop her head, but it slipped off and tinkled to the ground.

“Ashley?” he pleaded, cradling her head. His wives gathered around them in chilling silence.

He glanced at the rings on his left hand, his mind drawn to the power that flowed through them. If only he’d been stronger. If only he’d married Ashley as well. He could have spent some of his own life, would gladly have done so to bring her back.

But he didn’t have a fifth ring.

There was no way he could bring the angel back.

But maybe someone else could.

He looked up.

“Sammy? Can you heal her?”

“I … I can try.” The slime girl crouched in beside Clarke.

“She’s a celestial,” Emma said softly. “Sammy’s healing powers may not work.”

“I know,” Clarke replied, perhaps a bit too sharply. “But we need to try.”

“Here goes.” Sammy pressed her hands against Ashley’s side. She pushed in, limbs sinking into an expanding cocoon of bubblegum pink slime.

Ashley’s eyes flashed open, staring straight up.

“Wow, that was quick,” Brooke muttered.

Sammy withdrew and reformed her forearms. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Ashley?” Clarke asked, looking down at her, relief filling him.

“Is something wrong?” the angel asked matter-of-factly.

“Yes! We thought you were dead!”

“Fortunately, that doesn’t appear to be the case.” Ashley sat up and looked around, then glanced down at her nakedness. “Why am I laying naked in a crater in the middle of the never-realm? I seem to have missed something.”

“Uh oh.” Sammy rose to her feet. “We’ve got Confused Ashley again.”

“I’ll take Confused Ashley over Dead Ashley any day.” Emma shook her head with a smile.

Clarke helped the angel to her feet. Her halo skittered across the ground, then shot up above her head and began to glow radiantly. Her wings reappeared, and she shook them out.

Clarke held her at arm’s length and checked her for wounds. Her alabaster skin was unblemished. How could that be? He’d seen what Iram had done to her with his own eyes. How could she not only be alive but unharmed?

“Ashley, is it even possible to hurt your body?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because you were just breathed on and crushed by a dragon before being thrown into the ground.”

“A dragon?” She nodded thoughtfully. “I see. That would typically result in injury or death.”

“Yes! My point exactly!”

“Thankfully, I appear to be fine.” She glanced around. “Though that may be a temporary state.”

Silent, deafening laughter echoed across the ravine. Shadowy figures slithered along the top, flailing their tentacles.

“We’ve got company.” Brooke’s ears flattened. “We need to get out of here.”

“We can’t,” Clarke explained. “That’s the problem. Our exit is sealed shut. The handle won’t budge!”

“What about the Scepter of Bone?” Ashley asked.

Clarke reached down and picked up a bone splinter. He held it before the angel, and she took hold of it, cradling it in her palms. Her halo grew darker.

Grim silence fell over them as the true depth of the situation hit Ashley and his wives. Emma looked up.

“What about the one we came through?” the succubus asked hurriedly. “Can we backtrack through it?”

“That should work,” Ashley said. “Assuming …”

“Assuming what?” Clarke asked.

“Assuming the Black Doors aren’t deactivated by Aureum Arcem now that the seal has been released.”

“What does that mean?”

“I’m … not sure.” Her halo dimmed further.

“Are you saying the Black Doors could vanish entirely on our way back to where we arrived?”

“I … yes, I suppose I am.”

“Then we’re up against the clock.” He checked the horde gathering around the lip of the ravine, then glanced at Vince and Luna, who had finally joined them. Both moved with limps and hung heads. “Brooke, how are your parents?”

“Dazed and hurting. They were Charmed more heavily than the Sandovals and are in no condition to fight.”

“It’ll take us over an hour to get back to the starting point,” Sammy said.

“Longer with injured slowing us down,” Clarke said. “If we’re going to move, we need to do it soon.”

“There may be another option.” Ashley looked up from the bone splinter in her hands.

“I am all ears.”

“We can try to reassemble the Scepter of Bone.” Ashley swept her gaze across them, and Sammy shrugged.

“Don’t look at me. I left my superglue at home.”

“I can try to reassemble it,” Ashley clarified.

“How much time do you need?” Clarke asked.

“Less than it’ll take us to reach the other door.”

“Good enough.” Clarke pointed. “Emma, get Brooke’s parents over to the door. We need to keep them safe while Ashley works. Get set, ladies! We’re holding the fort until she’s done!”

Brooke spread her arms and roared, eyeing the tittering creatures high above. Her bellow went on and on, shuddering through Clarke’s chest and echoing across the ravine. The silent laughter ebbed in the face of her ferocity. She emptied her lungs, sucked in a fresh breath, and then roared again. Even the ravine’s flesh-walls seemed to quiver in fear.

“Yeah, you tell ’em, Brooke!” Sammy shook out her arms, and they extended into lashing pink whipcords. “You spooders aren’t welcome! No tentacle porn allowed outside my hentai collection!”

Clarke gave the slime girl a quick side eye, and she shrugged.

“What? I’m being serious here. There’s a time and a place for everything.” Her eyes widened suddenly. “Oh, right.” She cleared her throat, then shouted to the horde. “Correction! No tentacle porn allowed outside my collection or Clarke’s bedroom!”

“Araroo?” Brooke made a sound straight out of Scooby Doo and gave the slime girl a perplexed look.

“Don’t worry, girl,” Sammy replied. “We’ll invite you next time.”

A handful of creatures approached the lip, tentacle legs flexing, mouths chittering. Some of them were big, and the silent laughter grew louder once more.

“Ashley, how’s it coming?” Clarke asked.

“There are a lot of pieces,” she replied, drawing the shards in with Telekinesis until they floated in a haphazard ball between her palms.

“Keep at it, but hurry. We’re about to have company.” He glanced to either side. “Weapons out!”

Clarke retrieved the heavy frame of his Smith & Wesson Model 500. Brooke and Sammy drew their own firearms, and Emma stepped up beside them, shotgun in hand.

“Emma, how are you for ammo?” he asked.

“Three shells left, plus six bullets in my revolver and another six in a speedloader.”

“Running low, then. Sammy, you use the same pistol caliber. Can you spare her some ammo?”

“Sure can. Emma, hold out your hand.”

Emma did so, and Sammy leaned over. A bulge rose through the slime girl’s throat, and she opened her mouth.

“Bleh.”

A shiny speedloader dropped into Emma’s hand.

“Thanks …” She grimaced, wiped the loader off against her coat, then pocketed it.

“Here they come,” Brooke growled.

The writhing, laughing swarm began its grasping, slithering, rolling descent down into the ravine.

“Let ’em have it!” Clarke squeezed the trigger, and his revolver barked. One of the creatures exploded in a shower of flailing chunks and flaming flower petals. He fired again. Another creature dropped, and its corpse tumbled down the slope. Every time he pulled the trigger, a monster died, but more poured into the ravine.

Brooke, Sammy, and Emma cut loose, and volley after volley tore through the monsters. Carapaces shattered. Tentacles flew. Mouths vomited black ichor. But more came, clambering over the corpses of the fallen, even as mouths opened in the ground and began to consume the dead.

Clarke emptied his revolver a second time, then holstered it and summoned his thirstblade. He lowered his stance, drew his blade back, and transformed life into magic.

“Hold position!” he commanded. “Keep up the pressure!”

The women at his side obeyed, pouring enchanted fire into the horde. Bodies piled up where the slope leveled off, and tentacle-spiders scampered over them, laughing silently as they drew closer and closer with each wave.

“I’m out!” Brooke holstered her pistol and spread her claws.

“Me too!” Sammy jammed her revolver back into her chest.

“Hold, ladies!”

Clarke let the beating engine in his chest consume his life force. A range of possibilities opened within his mind’s eye, and he poured refined mana into Boost and Sacrifice. The latter drank deeply from the trough of his life, and his vision clouded, but he fought through the fog.

He combined these two spells, wove them together, and his sword transformed into a bar of light as red lightning snapped across its length.

Emma’s revolver clicked empty.

“Clarke?”

“Continue to hold!”

The black mass swarmed toward them, writhing over the flesh of the fallen. He could barely tell where the corpse mounds ended and the next wave began.

He drew his sword back, head low, eyes fixed forward.

The women held position at his sides, anxious in the face of the wave of black death barreling toward them.

But they held nonetheless.

They would never let him down, never leave his side in a time of need. He knew this through and through, to the bottom of his heart, even without the laughing monstrosities barreling toward them across a fleshy hellscape.

Even without the need to dip into his Empathy.

And he would do the same for them.

Stand between them and adversity.

Give his life to protect them if that’s what it took.

Fortunately, that moment had yet to arrive, and he let a heartless grin slip as he cast Boosted Wide Scarlet Slash.

He sliced horizontally, and his thirstblade seared the air with a blinding arc. A second horizontal blaze appeared ahead of him, but this one was far thicker and deeper. It cleaved through the horde’s front ranks, severing tentacles and torsos with equal ease.

And then it expanded.

The luminous arc grew, following the slope, curving upward as it hewed through each rank of the monsters. Everything it touched died, and the laughter died with them. Creatures further up the slope stopped and backpedaled while those high above continued to funnel into the ravine. A wriggling, stomach-churning traffic jam formed, and the Boosted Slash cleaved through them all.

The giant Slash finished its bloody journey up the slope and floated upward into the black, blinding sky. It dispersed into a rain of blood-soaked petals.

He waited long, anxious seconds for more of the creatures to appear. One did, a truly gargantuan specimen. It towered high over the edge and peered down at them without eyes.

It stayed like that for a while, its tentacles as thick as tree trunks.

And then it turned and fled.

The team breathed a collective sigh of relief.

“Hoh-lee shit!” Sammy clapped Clarke on the shoulder. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

“Neither did I …”

Clarke’s vision darkened. The thirstblade vanished, and he stumbled forward.

Brooke and Sammy caught him, and they eased him to his knees.

“That must have taken a lot out of you,” Sammy said.

“Yeah, no kidding,” he sighed.

“Here.” Brooke offered her forearm. “Take all the strength you need.”

“Good idea,” Sammy said. “Just look how pale he is!”

“Hold up, ladies,” Emma chided. “We can do better than that.”

The two women supporting him faced the succubus, who raised her wedding band. The werewolf’s ears perked.

“Oh! Right!” Brooke held out her left hand where her own wedding band constricted tightly around her enlarged finger.

The rings on each woman’s hand glowed red, and life poured into Clarke as easily as water filling a vessel. Given with love, absent all reservations. He sucked in a sudden breath. His head cleared, and he rose without assistance.

“There.” Emma stepped back. “That’s better.”

“Thanks. That’s just what I needed.”

“Any time.” She smiled sweetly.

“Ashley, how’s it coming?”

“I believe I’ve located all the pieces.” The angel shifted her hands around the swirling chips of bone. The top and bottom already resembled the original femur. “It’s an unusual jigsaw puzzle, but I should have it solved in a few more minutes. After that, the Black Door should obey my commands.”


Twenty-One


“Linda’s a dragon?!” Ixia exclaimed over the phone.

“Yes, but let us worry about that.” Clarke shifted the phone against his ear as he paced past The Establishment’s front door. “What we need from you is help for the Sandovals and Brooke’s parents. Linda bolted straight through here without lending a hand to her former minions. Sure, they’re werewolves, but we roughed them up pretty good, and there’s all this residual Charm magic addling their brains.”

“Say no more. I’ll head over with my sisters and reach out to Mom as well.”

“Thanks. I knew I could count on you. Later.”

“Be safe!”

He closed the call.

“Not likely tonight.” He pocketed the phone and faced the others. “Now, if only we knew where she was.”

“The magic doors are all gone,” Emma said. “Even if the way to the Portal of Gold is open, we have no idea how to reach it.”

“It’s a good bet Iram does. What about following her?”

“No can do.” Brooke rubbed her snout. “Her scent ends a few steps outside The Establishment. She must have taken flight.”

“Well, that sucks.” Sammy put pink hands on her narrow hips.

“There’s also the question of what we do when we find her.” Emma hefted her shotgun. “We’ve restocked, but I’m not sure that’ll be enough.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” Sammy shook her head. “She’s huge, can fly around, and breathes fire. There’s no way Brooke can reach her if she’s airborne, and I’ll burst into flames if she so much as glares at me.”

“I doubt my shotgun will do much either,” Emma added. “About the most we three can provide is some light fire support.”

“Don’t worry.” Clarke cracked a reassuring smile. “I have a plan that just might be crazy enough to work. For now, let’s focus on finding her.”

He approached Ashley, who stood silently with the reassembled Scepter of Bone in her hands. It appeared identical to the original except for hairline fractures that leaked a pale bluish light. Emma had grabbed her spare clothes from the X7, and though her shirt sagged on the angel given Emma’s … generous chest size, the ensemble covered her well enough for modesty.

“Ashley?” he prompted. “Any thoughts?”

“One.” She looked up, and her halo glowed warmly. “I believe I know where to find the Portal of Gold.”

“You’ve remembered?”

“No, but I’ve been aware of something strange since we came through the Black Door. Or, perhaps I should say something familiar. I can feel another source of celestial magic.”

“A second angel?”

“No. What I’m sensing feels like emissions from a celestial device, one that has recently become active.”

“A device? You mean like some sort of angelic … technology?”

“That’s right.”

“Huh.” Clarke paused to consider this. His mental image of Heaven—or wherever Ashley came from—was all blue skies, clouds, and pearly gates. He’d never imagined it would include machinery.

“Whatever’s producing this signal,” Emma began, “it sounds like this is our best lead.”

“Agreed,” Clarke said. “Ashley, can you zero in on it?”

“Yes, I believe so, though the task will be easier if I’m airborne. There’s more ambient magic close to the ground.”

“Got it. Emma, you and I will take to the skies with Ashley. Brooke and Sammy, take the Bimmer and follow us on the ground.” He gestured toward the exit. “Let’s move, ladies! We’ve got a dragon to catch!”
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“Hey, Ashley?” Clarke asked as he sailed through the air between an angel and a succubus. Night had fallen, and the city lights twinkled behind them. Warm gusts battered them, and dark thunderheads gathered over Reed River Park.

“Yes, Clarke?” the angel asked.

“I feel something. Like a tingle in the back of my head.” He pointed at the wooded peak of a hill covered in thick, unruly weeds. “Down there.”

“Strange.” She regarded him cautiously. “I was just about to direct us toward that hill. What does it feel like to you?”

“The magic is golden. Hot, bright, and smooth.”

“That’s … correct.”

“Why the concerned look?”

“Not concerned, just perplexed. I’m surprised by how sensitive you are to celestial magic.”

“Maybe you’re starting to rub off on me.”

“Maybe …”

Emma keyed her radio and relayed their destination as the trio made their descent.
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“Okay, I expected the magic door,” Sammy began.

“Yep,” Clarke said dryly, eyes narrowed at the golden door standing upright in the middle of the small glade. A soft rain had begun to patter against the ground, though the distant peal of thunder spoke to the strength of the approaching storm.

“The three colored seals on the front seem pretty normal to me, too,” Sammy went on. “Standard quest progression indicators.”

“Uh huh?”

“It’s a bit showier than the others, what with all the runes and intricate bits, but I suppose that’s to be expected. I mean, it is the final door. It should look special.”

“Sure.”

“But what’s up with the rubber ducky?” The slime girl held up the yellow toy and gave it a squeeze. It squeaked cheerfully.

“Not a clue,” Clarke said.

“There’s a loofah over here.” Brooke retrieved a pink mesh sponge and held it out between her claws. She surveyed the ground. “Some soap and shampoo bottles, too.”

They glanced to Ashley.

“I’m as confused as you are.”

“This the solution to another one of your riddles?” Sammy gave the rubber ducky another squeeze. “The last one needed a bedsheet and some lube. Why not a yellow flotation device for this one?”

Ashley frowned. “I … suppose that’s possible.”

“If so, Iram was holding out on us,” Clarke said. “Past-Ashley must have given her another envelope—a gold envelope—and she solved the riddle without us.”

“She’s been here.” Brooke sniffed. “Recently, too.”

“Then let’s not keep her waiting.” Clarke pulled the door aside.

Light from a bright blue sky spilled through the opening, accompanied by a fresh, clean scent. A long, slender bridge composed of perfectly white stones led directly toward the center of a large golden sphere, perhaps a hundred yards in diameter. The sphere was cracked in several places and appeared mostly hollow.

“Aureum Arcem,” Ashley whispered, her tone reverent. “The Golden Citadel.”

“Not the Portal of Gold?” Clarke asked.

The angel shook her head. “The Portal will be inside.”

“Seems your memory keeps getting better.”

“It is, piece by piece.” The angel stepped through the door, then closed her eyes to bask in the realm’s light. She turned in a full circle, lips curling into a content smile. “This place is so familiar. So comforting.”

“I don’t see any dragons.” Sammy tossed the rubber ducky aside.

“Seems like there’s only one place to go.” Clarke bobbed his head toward the huge golden sphere.

He started down the long, white-stone bridge, and the others followed. Brooke paused at the threshold to scoop up the squeaky toy. She smiled at him bashfully, shoved it deep into a pocket, then jogged to catch up. Ashley closed the door behind her.

White, puffy clouds speckled the brilliantly-blue sky. Clarke glanced over the edge and peered down into a fathomless, infinite sky. There was no land anywhere, nor any sun. Instead, light seemed to spill in from all directions, perhaps from the sky itself. He turned back to the Gold Door, which sat at the end of the unsupported bridge. Something other than physical anchor points must have held it up.

The Scepter of Bone gleamed in Ashley’s hand, its runes and fractures ablaze with a blue light.

“A moment, please.” Ashley held out the scepter, appraising it. “The scepter is reacting to this realm’s ambient magic.”

“Do you know what it’s doing?” Clarke pointed a thumb toward the golden sphere. “The way forward seems clear enough.”

“I don’t believe it’s trying to guide us this time. More like …”

“Ashley?”

“It’s … changing?”

She raised the scepter. Its runes brightened, flared hotter, and then the scepter burst into blue flames.

“Whoa!” Sammy jerked back, arms raised.

“It’s all right.” Rippling flame engulfed Ashley’s hand, dancing down her arm. “I have it under control.”

Fiery tongues expanded from the scepter’s top and bottom, elongating it. The flames swirled in a fierce column, concentrating tighter and tighter until they coalesced into a translucent blue staff.

No, not a staff, Clarke noted. A spear, judging by the slender blade at one tip.

Ashley lowered the arcane weapon, and its base clacked against stone. The spear resembled a rod of blue glass, glowing faintly with the Scepter of Bone forming its core. It resonated with power, the magic pouring off it vivid in Clarke’s mind, full of light and heat and lethal sharpness. Its magic was as insubstantial as mist and yet as solid as diamond.

“Neat!” Sammy lowered her arms. “Ash has herself a poker now. You going to use it?”

“I just might.” Ashley ran her hand across the spear’s glassy surface, almost lovingly.

“Do you mean that?” Sammy asked. “I was only joking.”

“Come on,” Clarke urged. “We need to get inside the citadel.”

They crossed the bridge and came before the huge, golden sphere, its cracked surface covered with intricate traceries and dense runework. A circular pattern at the end of the bridge gave the impression of a door or hatch of some sort. The runes shared similarities to those on the Scepter of Bone, and Clarke wondered if they belonged to the same language.

Ashley rested her free hand against the surface.

“Locked from the inside.” She smiled joylessly. “Impressive. Either Iram is a natural when it comes to celestial mechanisms, or she learned how to manipulate them some time in the past.”

“Probably the latter,” Clarke said. “She’s been around the block a few times. Who knows what scraps of rare knowledge she’s collected over the years. The more important question is: can you open it?”

“I should be able to.”

Ashley’s halo gleamed, and a wide circle of runes blazed bright on the sphere’s surface. The circular segment sank inward and then rose to reveal a small chamber with an identical hatch at the far end.

Was this an airlock of some sort?

They filed in. Ashley closed the outer hatch and then opened the second one.

“Oh, wow,” Emma uttered under her breath.

They all walked out onto a landing in collective, breathless silence. Clarke stepped up to the edge and gazed out across the sphere’s interior. It was immense! He couldn’t even begin to judge the distances involved. The walls curved away in all directions, looping around to meet on the far side, but that point was so unbelievably far away! He could pick out details in the nearest walls: walkways, platforms, circular doors of varying sizes bisected with columns of great, golden machinery, all of it bathed in clean, silvery light.

Some of the platforms were covered in grassy hills, lush forests, or burbling rivers, often damaged or overgrown. He even spotted a few lakes of crystal-clear water. The space was large enough to have its own weather! There were clouds moving across the interior!

“Hoh-lee shit.” Sammy took a few steps in. “It’s bigger on the inside. This Aurim place is a TARDIS!”

“Aur-eum,” Ashley corrected tartly. “Aureum Arcem.”

“Whatever. I’m calling it a TARDIS from now on.”

“Please don’t.”

“Where would Iram have gone in all this?” Clarke faced the angel. “Where’s the Portal of Gold?”

“That is …” Ashley glanced left, then right. “That’s a good question.”

“There’s no clear way off this platform.” Emma peeked over the edge. “Looks like flight is the only way to get around.”

“Great,” Sammy grumped. “Who’s carrying me and Brooke this time?”

“Hold on,” Clarke said. “We know Past-Ashley was skilled at creating magic doors, and the entrance to this one seems to have dropped us into a pocket dimension of some sort. Given all that, are we looking for a door to take us to the Portal of Gold?”

“Actually …” Ashley faced the circular hatch they came through. “You might be on to something.” She inspected it for several thoughtful seconds.

“But that’s the one we came⁠—”

Sammy’s comment was interrupted when Ashley rested a hand against the surface, and the runes lit up. The door sank inward, then rose to reveal not a small “airlock” but a vast circular chamber, perhaps twenty stories tall and just as wide, its top open to the same vast space they were currently in, but from a different angle.

They passed through to a platform about halfway up. Many of the surfaces were damaged, and pair of gargantuan white-and-gold statues took up much of the center: both battered heavily, entwined in the final vicious moments of some ancient duel. The statues resembled Greek hoplites armed with swords and shields.

“… through,” Sammy finished, slack-jawed.

“There.” Brooke pointed to the distant red dragon gliding by the statues.

“What did you do differently?” Clarke asked the angel.

“I told the door to take us to Iram.”

“That simple, huh?”

“This citadel will still obey my commands,” she replied softly, almost in the manner of a question. “Even though it isn’t what it used to be.”

“Can this place help us against a dragon?”

“Perhaps it once could, long ago. But now …” She shook her head. “The citadel is wounded and slumbering. It can’t aid us right now.”

“Then we do this ourselves.” Clarke faced them. “Emma, you carry Sammy. Ashley, you’re with Brooke. Get close and back me up, just like we discussed. Ready?”

“Yes, but with one recommendation.” Ashley tapped the base of her translucent spear against the platform. “Permit me to fight alongside you this time.”

Clarke had trouble believing his ears, and he met the angel’s steady gaze. He’d never seen her throw so much as a punch, let alone face down a dragon. Sure, she’d supported them plenty of times, but when it came to the fighting, she’d always refused to participate.

Until now.

Normally, he would have welcomed the change, but this fight was different. They were up against a dragon, one who’d already tossed the angel around like a ragdoll. But try as he might, Clarke could detect no doubt in her eyes, no fear or uncertainty. Only confidence and a cool readiness for battle. He’d been fighting monsters for over half a year, and Iram was by far the most powerful being he’d ever faced. This was the sort of battle newbies should sit out.

But something told him Ashley—the full Ashley—had seen her share of battles.

“The more the merrier,” he said at last. “All right. Everyone ready?”

The women all nodded.

“Good. Now let’s do this!”

Clarke spread his wings, leaped off the platform, and then sped toward the ruby dragon. He readied his thirstblade and cast Boosted Sanguine Shield. The others followed, Emma and Ashley skimming close to the ground.

“SARKANY!” Clarke bellowed, and the dragon spun in the air, wings unfurling like great, leathery curtains. Her eye took in the situation, then settled on him. She sneered, lips curling back from ruby teeth the size of daggers.

“Clarke.” She hovered in the air before the two huge statues, patiently waiting for him. “You continue to surprise me. Well, no matter. If you want to die this badly, then who am I to argue?” She beckoned him closer. “Come at me, then. Come claim the ‘heroic death’ you so blindly crave.”

Iram drew in a breath, and light bled through the gaps between her teeth.

Clarke shot in, wings back, sword at his side. The dragon opened her maw and released a stream of flame. Clarke ducked underneath the arcing fire, then pulled up toward her. He swung, and she slashed at him with ruby claws. Their attacks met, and a blast of competing energies bloomed from their contact.

Iram pushed in, overpowering him with brute force, and catapulted him toward the ground. He angled his wings and skimmed over the surface before climbing back toward her.

The dragon spat flames at him again, missed, then flapped her great wings and dove to meet him. They clashed again, red lightning snapping outward, and the force of her attack threw him back. He tumbled away, and she doused him with fire.

Scorching heat poured over him. Even Boosted, his Sanguine Shield flickered on the edge of failure. His hair charred, his skin crisped, and his clothes caught fire. He tucked his wings and dove underneath the attack, the speed of his descent extinguishing the flames.

He glanced to the side as he cut low across the ground. Brooke and Sammy both raised open hands toward him. Two of his rings glowed as his wives gifted him with the vitality he needed. His skin healed, his shield solidified, and he grinned as fresh vigor filled him.

Emma and Ashley took to the air, and he rendezvoused with them. Together, they ascended in a tight formation that looped back toward the dragon.

“One or three,” Iram rumbled. “It doesn’t matter. Which one of you wants to die first?”

Iram kept her eye locked on him, clearly perceiving him as the main threat. She readied another attack, and they broke formation. Ashley cut low and to the right, Emma high and to the left⁠—

—while Clarke shot straight in.

Iram spat hot, molten death, and Clarke pulled up over the attack, close enough to feel the heat on his face. He brought his wings in and dove toward her head, but she swiped him out of the sky and sent him flying. He spread his wings, brought himself under control, and then circled around her, searching for an opening.

“You’re tough,” Iram snarled. “I’ll give you that.”

She banked toward him, ignoring the others almost entirely. Ashley followed the dragon, glowing spear at her side, while Emma peppered the dragon with blasts from her shotgun. Enchanted buckshot ricocheted off her scales, and their enchantments failed to penetrate.

Clarke’s rings glowed, and gifted strength welled up within him, most of it stemming from Brooke’s near-bottomless reserves. He swung around, turning into Iram’s path, ready and willing to meet her head on. The dragon breathed fire, and he dodged the attack and arced in. His sword clashed against ruby claws, and arcane lightning spasmed outward.

The dragon’s raw power threw him back once more, but he’d occupied her long enough for Ashley to dive toward her exposed back. The angel landed between the dragon’s wings, raised her spear with both hands and stabbed it deep into the armored back.

“Gah!” Iram gasped.

The dragon spun too fast for such a massive creature, and the whiplike motion threw Ashley off. The angel flapped her wings, trying to pull away, but Iram’s vicious backhand crunched against her head. The impact rocketed the angel downward like a feathery comet, and she slammed against the ground with a horrible crunch.

Clarke sucked in a sharp, worried breath, eyes drawn to Ashley’s motionless body. But he quickly steeled himself and swooped toward Iram from behind. He’d seen the angel survive worse, and he needed to seize this opening now!

He cast Boost and Sacrifice, consuming a great portion of himself to fuel his next attack. His rings glowed, feeding him even more life, which his blood magic transmuted into raw power. His thirstblade burned like the sun, so bright its snaps of red energy were lost against the hot glare.

Iram’s eye caught his, then widened as she realized what was about to happen.

It was already too late.

Clarke shot across the dragon’s back and slashed through both wings.

“NO!” Iram cried, flailing, back arched with sudden, searing pain.

The leathery flesh tore, and white-hot veins spread like an arcane virus. The muscles at the base of each wing flexed, bloated, and then twin, bloody explosions blew the dragon’s wings off. She plummeted, a writhing serpentine silhouette against a rain of crimson petals, then crashed in a ragged, screaming, raging heap.

She rose onto all fours, snarling and spitting and cursing.

Brooke and Sammy raced in, the werewolf galloping ahead of the slime girl. Iram raked the ground with ruby claws, her eye full of venom.

Brooke leaped, and Iram swatted at her. The attack slammed into the werewolf, but Brooke latched on, tearing into the dragon’s limb with teeth and claws. Ribbons of red scales flew in a gory blizzard.

Iram raised her arm and exhaled flame and fury over it. Brooke kicked off, but an incandescent fringe caught her, setting her fur ablaze. She landed on all fours and patted down the burning patches, then roared at the dragon, arms spread, fur smoking. Clarke sensed her pain through the bond and tried to invigorate her, but his head swam from the effort, and he landed nearby.

He was tapped out.

He dropped to his knees, wings sagging until they draped over the floor. He looked over as Sammy charged in from the dragon’s side. The slime girl pummeled Iram’s exposed flank with fists like bowling balls, and something cracked under the force of her blows.

Iram arched her torso away from the assault and spun, her maw the gateway to a raging inferno. She fired, setting an arc of the ground ablaze, and Sammy scurried away. There was no way the slime girl could attack the dragon head on.

Emma swooped low, pelting the dragon’s wounded back with buckshot. Iram backed away and spat fire at the succubus. A gob struck her, and her Sanguine Shield flashed into a shower of red sparks. She spread her wings and flew higher, reloading her shotgun.

Clarke climbed unsteadily to his feet, eyes struggling to focus. He smacked his own cheek, set his jaw, and began marching toward the battle, his wings now a loose, batlike cloak dragging behind him. He staggered, dropped to one knee, and retracted the wings with a thought.

“Get up,” he commanded himself in a hoarse voice. “Get up, damn you!”

He shook his head, pushed off his knee, and pressed on.

Brooke charged the dragon, and Iram swiped her tail across the ground. The two collided with the crack of breaking bones, but Brooke held on. She tore into the tail, mauling it, even as Iram brought the appendage high and then slammed it into the ground. Brooke staggered back and Iram sent her flying with another quick lash of her tail.

Sammy tried to close from the other side, but Iram drew in a deep breath, and the slime girl scurried away. Overhead, Emma opened fire again, but Iram barely seemed to notice.

Clarke saw the situation for what it was. Despite all the damage they’d done, Iram could still take them. Brooke couldn’t defeat a dragon by herself, and if Sammy made one wrong move she was dead. Emma’s attacks would last as long as her ammo held up, and Ashley was lying face-first in another crater.

He needed to do something. He needed to turn the tide before it was too late.

But he could barely stand on his own two feet.

He staggered forward, his face full of grim determination.

He wouldn’t let these women down.

Not here.

Not now.

Not ever.

But what could he⁠—

“Clarke!”

His head snapped to the side at the unexpected voice. Ashley shuffled toward him in a daze, her wings slack, shoulders hunched.

But she still had the spear.

“Here!” she cried. “Take it!”

She threw him the spear. It wobbled through the air like a rod of blue glass, and he caught it.

Its magic connected to something strange and nostalgic within him. How could that be? How could this celestial artifact, crafted from a human femur, fill him with such familiar warmth by just holding it?

It didn’t matter. Not with a dragon to face and the women he loved to save. The mysteries surrounding this weapon would have to wait.

He summoned every scrap of his strength and rose, shoulders straight, head high.

“Ladies!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “Hear me!”

The battle seemed to pause, as if catching a much-needed breath. All eyes turned to him. Even Iram regarded him with scornful ire.

Clarke raised his left arm, ringed fingers spread.

“Everyone, this is not a command, but a request! I do not take from you, but rather ask for your support!” He lowered his arm and pointed at the dragon. “Please! Grant me your strength! All that you can spare, so that I might end her here and now!”

Iram seethed at him, smoke pouring through the sides of her mouth.

Brooke, Emma, and Sammy all backed away. The rings on his fingers glowed, filling him with loving warmth. It was a trickle compared to the torrent from before; they were all tired and injured.

But it would be enough, and once again Brooke gave the most.

Iram narrowed her eye and hunkered lower, hands upon the golden ground. They both knew this would be the deciding stroke.

Clarke leveled the tip of the spear at her, gripped it with both hands, cast Sanguine Shield⁠—

—and then charged headfirst into battle.

He cleared the distance in swift, powerful strides, then cast Boost and Sacrifice, almost as if by instinct. The spear transformed, vivid scarlet leaking from his hands until the entire weapon blazed a brilliant red.

Iram blasted him with the full fury of her black heart, and he charged straight through it. He screamed, eyes squeezed into barely-open slits as the raging torrent rushed across him. His shield flickered and died, and the inferno cooked his face.

He pushed through both pain and flame alike, emerged on the other side, and Iram enjoyed one brief moment of surprise before he thrust up into her open maw.

The spear pierced the roof of her mouth and skewered her brain. Iram jerked her head back, screaming and writhing, clawing at her face. Her mouth lit up, but not with her own flame, and her chest bulged. Something erupted deep within her, and she puked up a bathtub’s worth of blood.

She scrambled back on all fours, then collapsed onto her side, squirming and twisting like a wounded serpent. Her whole body smoked, scales receding, limbs and torso shrinking down into her naked dragonkin form.

She flopped onto her back in a pool of her own vomited blood, chest heaving with desperate breaths.

Clarke marched up to her. He raised the spear for a killing blow, but then paused when the woman’s eye met his. She held up a shaky hand, asking him not to strike without words.

“Are you about to beg for mercy?” he grated at her. “After all you’ve done?”

Iram shook her head, then coughed up more blood.

“Clarke, look at me.” Blood leaked from either side of her lips. “I’m dead either way.”

“Then what do you want?”

“To share my last words with you. You’re something special.” Her eyes flicked to the spear. “I see that now, more clearly than ever. And I want you to know I really would have done it. Shared the world with you.”

She let out a slow breath. He grimaced, meeting her sad eye, now almost pleading with him. Whether to end her suffering now or spare her, he couldn’t tell.

He hesitated for one last, regretful moment, then said:

“The world doesn’t belong to either of us.”

He thrust the spear clean through her heart.


Twenty-Two


Clarke cast Drain and gasped from the sudden inrush. Even dead and broken, the dragon lady’s body contained more vitality than he could possibly drink in. He drew the spear out of her chest and stepped back.

The women of Broken Fang joined him beside the corpse, and Emma rested a hand on his shoulder.

“You did it,” she said, her sweet relief mingled with exhaustion. She’d given him so much of her life—all three of his wives had—and each woman bore that cost on her face.

“No,” Clarke corrected with a warm smile, and gripped her hand with his. “We did.”

Emma nodded, shoulders and wings sagging, her tail a limp noodle.

“Thank you,” he whispered, then faced the others. “All of you.”

“Hell, what are you thanking us for?” Sammy quipped. “I wasn’t going to take her down, that’s for damn sure!”

“A little too flammable?” Brooke asked wearily, her shoulders hunched so low her elongated werewolf arms nearly touched the floor.

“How about a lot too flammable.” Sammy stuck out a leg. Her skin turned translucent, revealing dark, flaky silhouettes floating within. “Just look at this mess.”

“Come on. It’s not that …” Brooke took one halting step, then teetered forward. “Bad …”

Clarke caught her, and the spear clattered to the ground.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah. Just need to catch my breath.”

Clarke touched her through the bond, sensed the dim spark of her remaining life.

“You gave so much!”

“You needed it, didn’t you?” She morphed back into her hybrid form, lightening in his arms. “You’re my mate. No way in hell I’d ever let you down.”

Sammy rested a hand on the wolf girl’s shoulder, and the blue swirls in her eyes brightened.

“Oh, wow. Girl, you’re at death’s door! I don’t know how you were even standing!”

Brooke blew out a weak raspberry. “I’m fine. Just need a nap …”

Her eyelids grew heavy.

“Stay with me!” Clarke shook her, and she sucked in a sharp breath.

He reached to her through the bond, and their paired rings gleamed. He gifted her a portion of the rich vitality he’d claimed from Iram, and her eyes snapped wide. He expanded the connection, joining with Emma and Sammy. All of their rings glowed, and he acted as a conduit, Draining Iram’s corpse to feed that bountiful life force to his three wives.

Emma closed her eyes and sighed with relief. The black flecks in Sammy’s leg shrank away, and she thumped the air.

“Nice!”

Brooke gazed at him, ears pert, eyes wide. She bent up for what Clarke thought would be a kiss, but then she licked him across the cheek before giving him a bashful grin.

“You all right now?” He helped the wolf girl to her feet.

“Yeah. Thanks to you.”

“Marriage has its perks.” Sammy fiddled with her ring. “Wouldn’t you say?”

“You got that right!” Brooke agreed.

“I guess now there’s nothing to do but find the Portal.” Clarke turned. “What do you say, Ashley? Should we …”

He found Ashley standing nearby, staring off at a space between the two gargantuan statues.

“Ashley?” He picked up the spear and joined her. “Something on your mind?”

“I know where to go next.” Her eyes met his, all doubts gone.

“Then take us there. Where you go, we’ll follow.”

She nodded to him, then led them to a circular hatch in the floor, almost blocked by one of the statue’s fallen arms. She knelt and placed her hand against it. The door opened into a staircase that led to another hatch, and they all filed through.

The next chamber was quaint compared to the grand scales they’d seen so far. The circular room was wide enough for everyone to spread out comfortably, but not much larger. A small platform took up the middle, and the walls were decorated with swarms of gold butterflies.

“Please wait here.” Ashley stepped onto the platform, then turned to face them. She closed her eyes, then spread her arms and wings.

Nothing happened at first.

Then a multitude of tiny, bluish lights flickered across the walls. Dozens of golden butterflies stirred. They shook out their wings, took flight, and fluttered toward Ashley.

One landed on Clarke’s shoulder, and he marveled at the tiny machine’s intricacy. Like art created by a master watchmaker. The butterfly seemed to appraise him with the blue pinprick at its head, wings and legs twitching with the cadence of a ticking clock. It took off again, landed on the spear, climbed up to the tip, then leaped off and joined the others.

It was the only butterfly to show interest in anything besides Ashley.

The swarm gathered around the angel with some landing atop her arms and shoulders. More butterflies fluttered off the walls, and Sammy extended a finger, intent on poking one of them. Emma gave her hand a quick slap and shook her head.

“What?” Sammy asked.

“Let’s not bother the little robots,” the succubus warned.

“All right. All right. Don’t get your tail in a knot. I was only curious.”

The butterflies clumped over Ashley, and tiny spurts of bluish light flickered here and there. What remained of her clothes dropped to the ground, cut off by the butterflies, though enough of the machines remained to mask her nakedness.

Several butteries landed on her halo and then started … welding?

“Are they fixing her halo?” Sammy asked.

“Sure looks like it,” Clarke replied quietly.

They watched and waited as the machine swarm worked. The gap in Ashley’s halo shrank, and groups of butterflies clambered over her body. Others brought swatches of fabric or ingots of metal stored in racks recessed into the walls. The whole process took about half an hour, and when complete, the butterflies dispersed back to the walls.

Ashley lowered her arms and drew in a long, slow breath. Her halo was a complete golden hoop, and the machines had dressed her in … armor?

The getup resembled Greek hoplite armor, but only in the vaguest sense.

The breastplate (Clarke used the term loosely) did indeed cover her breasts, though he questioned the defensive efficacy of leaving so much cleavage exposed. Her midriff was also bare, and her skirt—constructed of leather strips—was short enough for panty shots to be a real danger just from walking. She wore arm guards and greaves, though her feet were clad in impractical high heeled sandals.

It’s as if someone asked for hoplite armor, Clarke thought, but in the style of a burlesque.

Ashley opened her eyes. She shook out her broad, feathery wings and smiled at him. It was the warmest, most genuine smile he’d ever seen on her too-perfect face.

“Hey, Ashley.” He extended a hand to her, and she took it and stepped off the platform. “How do you feel?”

“Whole again.” Her smile brightened with the radiance of a sun. “You have no idea how good this feels, and it’s all thanks to you.” She clasped his hand with both of hers. “You did it. You brought me to where I could be healed, and for that, Clarke, my dear son, you have my eternal gratitude.”

“Well, really, it was a team …” He trailed off as his ears and brain caught up with each other. His eyes widened. “Your son?”

Ashley nodded happily.

“Me?”

She nodded again.

“In a literal and not a figurative sense?”

She nodded once more.

“How?!”
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The room fell silent. Everyone stared at the angel in complete, utter disbelief until Sammy finally shook herself.

“Damn, girl! What the hell?”

Ashley gave the slime girl a stern eye.

“Sorry.” Sammy cleared her throat. “What the heaven? Clarke can’t be your son! That would make him, what? Part angel?”

“Yes, it would,” Ashley replied simply.

“Okay. Slow down.” Clarke made a halting gesture, his entire worldview spinning like a top. “Back it up. Let’s take this one step at a time.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” Sammy crossed her arms. “I feel like we’re overdue for a lore dump or something.”

“Ashley.”

“Yes, Clarke?”

“Was Iram lying when she said my mother was a blood knight?”

“No, your parents were indeed Helen and Arthur Helsing, and Helen was a truly powerful blood knight.”

“Then how can I be your son?”

“I believe you’re familiar with the basics of how this works.” The angel’s eyes darted around, indicating his wives.

“I …” He frowned at the angel. “Ashley?”

“Yes?”

“How can I be your son? If I’m Helen’s son, then where do you fit in? That’s the part I don’t get. Can you explain that at least? And, if you don’t mind, please use simple terms.”

“If you insist.” The angel let out a little exhale. “You see, when a man and woman love each other very much⁠—”

“Not that simple!”

“I’m only following your instructions.”

Clarke put a hand to his temple. He sensed a headache coming on.

“I don’t get it,” Brooke said. “How can both Ashley and Helen be his mom?”

“It’s quite simple.” Ashley’s brow crinkled as if she didn’t understand the source of all this confusion. “Clarke was born to two mothers.”

“But how does that work?” Brooke asked. “Not to put this indelicately, but you can only cook the bun in one oven.”

“Oh!” Sammy’s eyes lit up and she snapped her fingers. “Oh, oh, oh! I’ve got it! Arthur had himself a harem!”

“My father … had a harem?” Clarke looked up at the angel.

“Sammy’s not completely wrong,” Ashley began. “It’s true you’re the result of a physical union between Helen and Arthur Helsing. However, in addition to that, I personally Blessed the pregnancy.”

“Meaning?”

“A portion of you descends from my celestial power. In that manner, all three of us contributed to your birth. My contributions were purely magical, whereas you physically descend from your mortal parents. That said, I believe my contributions were no less important.”

“Then you’re saying I really am part angel?”

“Yes. In addition to being a blood knight, you are also nephilim, a fusion of mortal and celestial heritage.”

“Here’s a question.” Emma wore a salacious smile. “Would you mind describing how you ‘Blessed’ the pregnancy? And please, include all the juicy details.”

“I could, but I believe you’d find it all rather dull.” Ashley gave the succubus a sharp look. “It does not work like your sex magic.”

“Aww.”

“Okay, I guess this is less shocking than I first thought.” Clarke recalled the one time Ashley had kissed him full on the lips. He was glad he hadn’t stumbled into his own awkward Luke and Leia moment. At least, he didn’t think he had. “Ashley, is it safe to say your memories are back?”

“They are. I came to this plane over a thousand years ago in pursuit of a devil. You know her as Belphegor.”

“Belphegor,” Clarke repeated. “The mother of all vampires.”

“A name she earned when she transformed a cabal of dark mages into the first vampires. Every vampire on the planet can trace their lineage back to her one way or another. She is, quite literally, the vampires’ Great Mother.”

“Why would she do something like that?”

“Because her mission is to defile this world, just as mine is to protect it. That’s why, around the same point in history, I permanently spent a great deal of my power to create blood knights.”

“Excuse me.” Clarke’s eyebrows rose. “You? Created blood knights?”

“That’s correct,” she replied as if the revelation was nothing. “In that sense, all blood knights are part celestial. That aspect has diluted over the years, though its potency in you rivals—and perhaps even exceeds—that of the first generation. My Blessing seems to have elevated you above your predecessors. The act cost me a great deal, but I’m pleased to see my efforts were not in vain.”

“But why would you do that?”

“Because …” The angel’s expression turned grim, and her lower lip trembled before she continued. “Because I failed. I failed my allies and my mission. Twenty years ago, we were betrayed.”

“By the dragon Iram.”

“I didn’t know that at the time.” Ashley sighed. “But now, with the benefit of hindsight, I can see where the missing pieces fit. We were so close. Closer than we’d ever been to defeating the vampires once and for all. As Iram told you, our plan was to use the Throne of Shadows against them, to cleanse humanity of the hexes shackling their minds. We were on the cusp of achieving this. All we needed was the Throne’s location, and even that was within our grasp.”

“What stopped you?” Clarke asked softly.

“Knightfall, Belphegor’s elite. Their leader killed Helen with a cast of True Death and wounded Arthur with Ravenous Decay. I managed to slow the Decay’s progress, but that’s all I could do on my own. I fled to Aureum Arcem to manufacture a cure for him, but Belphegor followed me somehow.

“Our battle raged across the citadel for seven days and seven nights. I eventually forced her into retreat, but not without great cost to both myself and this place. With the last scraps of the citadel’s primary power, I moved it to this plane, temporarily safe from Belphegor, and then I returned to Earth.

“Arthur was already dead by then.” Ashley lowered her head, and a tear trickled down her cheek. “I loved him. Loved them both.” She smiled sadly. “Not the way you four do, but it was love nonetheless. I miss them both, deeply.”

She let out a heavy sigh before continuing.

“After that, I took stock of the situation. I still didn’t know where the Throne of Shadows was, the Portal of Gold had been damaged in my battle against Belphegor, and my most trusted and capable allies were all dead. I decided then to salvage what I could by using my most plentiful resource.”

“Which is?” Clarke asked.

“Time. I decided to place certain events in motion and then return to Earth when it was time to act once more. The doors and the seals you’ve encountered? Some portion of those obstacles I had created beforehand. I’d used them over the centuries as a means to safeguard my damaged citadel. My remaining allies and I repurposed what we could and built upon it, crafting the elaborate security system you’ve unfortunately had to contend with. The Scepter of Bone became a part of this, too.”

“Where did it come from?”

“Your father.” She gestured to the spear in his hand. “That’s his legbone.”

Clarke cringed. “That seems a tad dark for you.”

“It was his doing, not mine. What you’re holding is a fusion of celestial and warlock magic. He enchanted it as he lay dying from the Ravenous Decay, and I finished it after I recovered his body. Essentially, he forged a part of himself into a weapon against evil, and I completed it here, in Aureum Arcem.”

“Is that why you tossed it to me? Because my father created it?”

“Yes, though I didn’t fully understand my reasoning at the time. I simply knew you’d be able to use it. With the scepter’s connection to this place, I also decided to employ it as a key, adding another layer of security on top of the colored doors. I then entrusted the scepter to an ally, who I fear is long dead, killed by Heinrich when he took possession of the scepter.

“Before I left, I took time to invest even more of my celestial power into you and then arranged for you to be adopted by parents who were ignorant of the world’s true nature. I even made sure you were properly hexed.”

“Why?”

“To keep you hidden until I returned. I was in no condition to face Belphegor again, and my presence on this plane would only have placed my allies in peril. And so I left. Not to my home, but to other planes in need where I assisted other celestials and their missions for two decades, intent on returning once you’d matured and this place had repaired the Portal.”

“Roughly a year ago, this citadel signaled its readiness. It will never be what it once was, but the Portal of Gold was once again operational. I headed for Earth first to evaluate the situation, but …”

Ashley indicated her halo.

“You were hit by Belphegor’s Transplanar Hex,” Clarke finished, and the angel nodded.

“The rest of my story you more or less know already.”

Brooke thrust a hand upward, arm straight. Sammy, not wanting to be outdone, raised her own arm up as well and stretched it to twice the normal length.

“There appear to be some questions,” Ashley said. “Brooke?”

“You’re real name is Sandalphon, right?”

“It is.”

“Should we call you that now?”

“Ashley will do fine. I’ve grown rather fond of the name. Yes, Sammy?”

“What’s with the stripper outfit?”

“The …” Ashley looked down and tugged at her skimpy breastplate. “You mean this?”

“It’s rather boobalicious for angel armor.”

“It’s based on attire I’ve worn in the past.” Her eyes darted to Clarke and met his with surprising tenderness. “Though, I may have instructed the machines here to make a few adjustments. Any more questions?”

“Tons,” Clarke said. “But let’s jump to the big one: just what exactly is the Portal of Gold?”

Ashley let a crooked smile slip. “How about I show you?”
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“When I was first sent to Earth,” Ashley explained as she led them down a long corridor, “I tried to move Aureum Arcem directly into Earth’s plane of existence. That … proved to be my first great error.”

“What happened?” Clarke asked, walking alongside the angel.

“Belphegor anticipated my arrival by trapping the dimensional boundary, and those spells went off as I crossed the threshold. The damage to the citadel was catastrophic, and I was forced to retreat. Fortunately, her hexes, while incredibly dangerous to large-scale incursions, aren’t perfect; tiny punctures can be made, and I was able to reach Earth eventually. This was about a thousand years ago.”

“You’ve been without the bulk of your resources ever since?”

“Regrettably so.” Ashley shrugged her wings. “I’ve made do as best I can.”

“Why not go back home? You know, to get help?”

“Because I refuse to let Belphegor win.”

Clarke frowned. “I’m sorry. I must have missed something there.”

“Imagine the vastness of this universe, spread across billions of light years, every corner of the sky filled with galaxies, and those galaxies replete with stars and planets. Imagine all the places angels and devils may come into conflict across this vast tapestry of reality. Now factor in the existence of a multiverse, of other planes. How thinly do you imagine we’re stretched?

“If I were to return home without completing my mission, I would likely be given a new mission to some planet or realm in more dire need of our assistance, and Earth would be left to Belphegor’s machinations. Earth is but one world, after all. I know that might seem cold to you, but there are too many places where we’re needed, and we can’t save them all. That’s why, when I left twenty years ago, I chose to assist other angels’ missions temporarily rather than return home. I wanted to make sure I could come back.”

“Here’s a question,” Sammy cut in, “why are we traipsing down this corridor? Couldn’t the last door have taken us straight to the Portal?”

“No. The Portal is located in a more secure sector. As you’ve seen, the citadel’s doors each connect to multiple destinations, but not all doors connect everywhere. There are restrictions in place for added security around the Portal.”

“Ah.” Sammy glanced around, nodding. “Makes perfect sense.”

“I’m glad one of us feels that way,” Brooke grumbled. “I’m still a bit lost.”

Sammy draped her arm across the wolf girl’s shoulders.

“Is it much farther?” Emma asked.

“The next door will take us to the Portal’s chamber,” Ashley replied.

They crossed the corridor, and Ashley placed her hand against the door. It slid upward to reveal a spherical chamber lined with golden machinery. A narrow path bridged the entrance to a suspended central platform where a golden loop hung upright, its circumference wide enough for two people to walk through side by side. Much of the machinery on the walls was dark and inert, cracked or busted open, and the central loop showed signs of damage. The upper right quarter was once broken, and a thin web of golden filigree spanned the gap.

They crossed the bridge, and Ashley gestured to the upright loop.

“The Portal of Gold.”

“Is it literally a portal?” Clarke asked.

“Yes, but this one is different from all the others you’ve encountered.” The angel gestured back the way they came. “The citadel doors merely act as a mode of transportation within this place, and the colored doors all had fixed connection points. The Portal of Gold, however, isn’t fixed. It can connect to anywhere on Earth.”

“Even straight to the Throne of Shadows?”

“Assuming we knew where it was. There are some limitations, so I should say it can take us almost anywhere.”

“What gives, Ash?” Sammy crossed her arms. “I thought this was supposed to be a superweapon.”

“Mobility is a weapon,” Emma said. “The ability to travel anywhere in the blink of an eye? To bypass any defense and strike where the vampires are weakest? Face it, Sammy. This power is incredible!”

“Granted, granted. But I was expecting something more like a giant death ray. Ash, does your citadel have any of those?”

“No, sorry,” the angel replied dryly. “No death rays.”

“Lame.”

“How does it work?” Clarke approached the Portal. “Can we have a demonstration?”

“Certainly.” Ashley placed a hand on the golden loop. “Where would you like to go?”

“How about The Establishment? I’d like to check in with Ixia and the others.”

“Easy enough.”

Runes flashed across three quarters of the Portal, and rippling gold flooded the interior.

“Wow, Ash.” Sammy snorted out a laugh. “Stargate SG-1 is calling. They want their prop back.”

“The advantage here”—Ashley smiled thinly—“is the Portal of Gold actually works.”
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Clarke passed through the shimmering surface first and emerged in The Establishment’s main room. Wounded werewolves were laid out in rows while Ixia, her sisters, and Hepatica tended to them.

“Ah!” Ixia drew her revolver, and her sisters reached for their weapons.

“Whoa!” Clarke held up both hands. “Easy there, everyone!”

“Clarke?” Ixia lowered her aim. “Fuck, you startled me!” She looked him up and down. “What happened? You look like someone set you on fire.”

“A dragon happened. It was a hard fight.”

“It shows.” Ixia leaned to her side. “What’s the swirly thing behind you?”

“The Portal of Gold.”

Ashley and the others filed out into the restaurant. The golden portal hovered a few inches off the ground behind them.

“Congratulations, everyone!” Sammy raised her arms triumphantly. “We’ve unlocked fast travel!”

“We won?” Ixia asked.

“This round at least,” Clarke replied. “One dragon down and the Portal of Gold secured.”

Ixia approached the swirling gateway, then turned to Ashley. Her eyes widened.

“Your halo!”

“Yes?”

“It’s fixed!”

“It is.”

“That’s fantastic! But …” Ixia drank in the angel’s attire.

“But what?”

“Why are you dressed like you’re branching out into pole dancing?”

“I …”

“Hey, Ash,” Sammy gave the angel’s shoulder a cheerful pat. “You know all that exposition you gave us? Gotta repeat the whole thing to Ixia now.”

Ashley let out a resigned sigh. “I suppose I should.”


Twenty-Three


“You’ve changed.”

“Well, of course I have.” Ashley chuckled at Clarke’s observation. “I have all my memories back.”

The two of them had just finished relocating the Portal of Gold’s destination to the mansion. It floated over the carpet in one of Ashley’s rooms, a wavy circle of opaque golden water. Ashley had guided him through the process step by step, instructing him on the magical commands that controlled the Portal, and he’d been the one to perform the actual relocation.

The procedure had been surprisingly straightforward, akin to “speaking” orders through his mind, though he wondered if the ease came from the mechanism itself or his own nephilim heritage. Perhaps a combination of both?

It was Saturday, the day after their victory against the dragon Illustris Tenebris Iram. Broken Fang had moved the injured werewolves to the mansion, and all of them were recovering nicely—both from their injuries and from the Charm spells. Sammy, Ixia, and the rest of the Greys had cared for the shifters throughout the night, and when morning came, the leaders of both packs began calling in any dispersed pack members.

None of those werewolves were told why they had to drive out to the Eloise mansion, but the commands from their alphas were enough to spur them into action. The Greys were already deep into the process of screening the entirety of both packs for more cases of Charm magic and had already identified—and begun to cleanse—several other victims.

Linda’s disappearance had shown up in the news, and The Establishment had been temporarily closed due to “vandalism.” Hepatica had called in the usual litany of favors from the demihumans on the police force, a process made easier by the bribes funded by Sammy’s parents. Their efforts wouldn’t keep news of recent events quiet forever—not from the Academy and whatever forces it sent to Chester Creek next—but they could at least delay its spread while they considered their next moves.

“It’s not just your memories,” Clarke continued. “Your attitude has changed, too.”

“Oh?” Ashley smiled coyly, clad in her usual human attire, though her halo had vanished instead of settling into place as a hairband. “Changed how?”

“You’re more approachable now.”

“You’re saying I wasn’t approachable before?”

“Well, you could be a little …” He shrugged, not sure how to best word it.

“Frosty?” she finished for him. “From time to time?”

“Something like that.”

“I may not be human, but I’ve been around humans for over a thousand years, and now all those memories are mine once more. I’d like to think I’ve learned something in all that time.” She crossed the room to him. “But that’s not all. This might sound strange to you, but my year without memories has been more instructive than the thousand to precede it.”

“How so?”

“It freed me of … let’s call them preconceptions,” she explained carefully. “This has made me more open to certain possibilities.”

“Such as?”

“I think you already know.” She played with one of the buttons on his shirt. “And I know what you’re likely going to say.”

“I do have a strict policy⁠—”

“When it comes to mothers, yes. But in our case, my contribution to your birth was purely magical. Yes, I loved your parents, but not in any physical sense.”

“Still …”

“Would it soothe your concerns if I told you I’m still a virgin?”

His eyebrows rose at the revelation.

“It’s true,” she went on. “I’ve never known a man in the intimate sense.”

“That’s got to be a record as far as droughts go.”

“It’s not quite the same as abstinence in my case. More like I was oblivious to the possibilities.”

“And now?”

“I see an intriguing one before me.” She ran a hand down his chest.

“What about what happened last time? You quite literally floored me with one kiss.”

“True, but your powers have grown immensely since then, and you’ll grow even stronger in the days to come. Still, there’s no need for us to rush this. You and I have time to sort out how we feel about each other. And besides, you have more important duties to attend to. As a man, and as a husband.”

He nodded, guessing at her meaning.

“Brooke did seem a tad ornery this morning.”

“Her estrus has begun, and her desire for a child will be stronger than ever.”

“I should talk to her, then.”

“You should, though first let me give you a proper goodbye.”

Ashley tugged at his shirt, pulling him close. She leaned up, and their lips met.

His perception of the room vanished, replaced with a swirling vortex of stars rushing past him and through him, saturating him with her angelic light. His mind ached from sensory overload—and yet it rejoiced in how her luminosity overwhelmed him.

He took hold of her and kissed her back, hungrily, ravenously. He forgot where he was, who he was. All that mattered was her light and the tender warmth of their passion. His mind drowned in a sea of liquid photons, and he welcomed the onrushing end.

The universe contracted around them, collapsing inward. Matter and energy compressed, glowing with the radiance of a trillion suns. And yet for all her blinding luminosity, he perceived an undercurrent of gentleness. Of feathery caresses and soft fingertips and loving whispers.

Ashley broke their kiss, and he collapsed back, landing in a highbacked chair. He sat there, eyes open but not seeing as he fought to process all he’d experienced. His heart raced as he gulped down air, and he struggled to calm both his mind and body.

He looked up at Ashley to find her cheeks flush, her wings spread and her halo glowing bright.

“Soon, my love.” The angel panted, chest heaving from the shared ecstasy of their brief union. “Very soon.”
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Brooke left with her parents before Clarke had a chance to properly speak with her, and she didn’t return until that evening. Vince and Luna used the day to hunt and butcher what they called a “dire auroch” while the healthy members of their pack prepared a variety of sides: creamed spinach with pita chips, sauteed mushrooms, deep fried onion blossoms with horseradish dipping sauce, huge bowls of Caesar salad, and rows of baked potatoes with cheese, bacon, sour cream, and chives.

Vince and Luna took turns grilling auroch steaks and burgers out on the mansion’s back porch. Shifters, witches, and the ladies of Broken Fang all took well-deserved breaks from their duties, and Clarke grabbed himself an extra gooey cheeseburger.

He found Brooke alone off to one side of the pool.

“Hey.” He leaned against the wall beside her.

“Hey.”

“I’ve hardly seen you all day. How are you holding up?”

“Oh, you know. Horny and frustrated.”

“Because you’re in heat?”

“Yep.” She popped the end of the word with her lips. “Sorry if I seem out of sorts.”

“There’s no need to apologize. I know this has been difficult for you, and I wish I had a solution.”

“But you don’t.”

“Yeah.” He nodded sadly.

An awkward, contemplative silence fell over them.

Brooke sighed, staring off, and Clarke took a bite of his cheeseburger.

“Oh, wow,” he muttered around the mouthful. “This is really good!”

“You like it?” Brooke’s eyes brightened. “My parents slaughtered the auroch fresh today. I think they’re trying to apologize to us, but if you ask me, they’re overdoing it.”

“Luna mentioned the same to me.” Clarke set the burger back on his plate. “I told her we should be the ones apologizing to them given how badly we roughed them up, but she said she and your father don’t see it that way.”

“They understand we didn’t have a choice. Plus Linda subjected them to some very strong Charms. Ixia and the others can dispel the magic, but the way my parents lost control back there …” Brooke shook her head. “It terrified them.”

“I can imagine. Our ability to chart our own path through life is such an integral part of who we are. To lose that, to have all agency stripped away? Of course that would be scary. That’s one of the reasons I’m not angry at Mason. He was a victim in all of this, too, despite how much I want to punch him in the face every time he opens his mouth.”

“Speak of the devil.” Brooke nudged Clarke in the arm, and he glanced over to find Mason Sandoval exiting onto the back porch.

The festivities quieted down at the presence of the uninvited guest. Mason walked with a limp and squinted at them with his remaining eye. Most of his face was a puffy, half-regenerated mess.

“Where’s Clarke?” His tone was gruff and possessed a nasal quality.

“Right here.” Clarke crossed over to the wolfman, and Brooke followed him.

Mason’s ears rose.

“Good. There you are. I can barely see anything and my nose is stuffed with mucus and blood thanks to you.”

“You’re welcome,” Clarke replied dryly.

“Yeah, yeah. Anyway, I’ve got something to say to you.”

“Then say it, Mason, though I suggest you be on your best behavior.”

Mason snorted. Or tried to with his stuffed nose. “What? You expect me to cause trouble?”

“The thought had crossed my mind.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not here for that. Quite the opposite, in fact. An alpha knows when he’s met his better.” Mason pointed at Clarke. “And you? You’re about as tough as they come.”

“A compliment? From you? I’m flattered.”

“Look, I know I can be a dick sometimes. I said some nasty things, but I wasn’t in my right state of mind. I hated you back there, even though I had no real concept for why I hated you so much, and my words came from that blind feeling. Hell, my brain was so addled, I couldn’t even grieve for the loss of my son!”

The wolfman’s stoic demeanor cracked, and his eye turned misty. He sniffled—a sad, sucking sound—then gathered himself and continued:

“Now, though? My mind is crystal clear. I’ve come to respect your strength, just as I respect how you knocked some much-needed sense into me. You saved me from a terrible form of slavery, and I owe you”—he nodded to Brooke—“both of you, one hell of an apology.”

“Then, in that case, I graciously accept your apology.”

Mason’s lips quirked into a weird, puffy smile. Some of his teeth were missing.

“Is something wrong?” Clarke asked.

“Only that I haven’t apologized yet. Here, let me do this properly.”

Mason winced as he dropped to one knee, his eye locked on Clarke.

“Here and now, as alpha of the Sandovals, and in recognition of the terrible fate you’ve saved many of us from, I proclaim the following: We, the werewolves of Sandoval, hereby recognize J.B. Clarke as our Alpha Above. We swear fealty to you, and to any cause you name.” He bowed his head. “We are yours to command, from this day forward, and for the rest of our lives.”

Clarke gawked at the kneeling wolfman.

Mason brought his head up. “Do you accept our allegiance?”

“I, uh …” Clarke cleared his throat. “Yes. Yes, I accept it.”

Mason bowed his head again, stayed that way for long, anticipatory seconds.

“Um. You can stand up now,” Clarke said.

The wolfman climbed to his feet with a grunt of effort.

“Mason, you mangy old mutt!” Vince clapped the big man on the shoulder, and he winced. “I can’t believe you beat me to the punch!”

“The punch?” Clarke asked.

“I was going to surprise you after I’d finished stuffing everyone’s bellies, but I guess now is as good a time as any.” Vince dropped to one knee. “You know everything Mason said about pack fealty and you being Alpha Above?”

“Yes. And?”

“Ditto.”

“Ditto?” Clarke made a sour, confused face.

“Yes, ditto, but replace ‘Sandoval’ with ‘Hawthorne.’ Do you accept?”

“I guess so?”

“Then congratulations. You’re now the Alpha Above for two whole werewolf packs.” Vince rose and shook his hand. “A pleasure to swear fealty to you.”

“You’re welcome?”

“Dear, we really should do this properly at some point,” Luna said.

“Later, later. Right now we have more important business. Clarke?”

“Yes?” he replied, bewildered by the speed of events.

“How do you prefer your steaks?” He put his arm around Clarke’s shoulders. “I’ll prepare it however you like, but if you ask me, you can’t go wrong with dire auroch that’s left a bit rare in the middle.”
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“Did your parents tell you about this?” Clarke asked once he, his wives, and Ashley had retreated to the dining room. The werewolves were still outside celebrating his elevation to “Alpha Above,” which involved a lot of eating, drinking, and cheering.

“No.” Brooke shook her head. “I mean, a part of me wondered if they would, given how much you’ve helped them, but I didn’t know until my dad stepped forward. Otherwise, I would have warned you this was coming. Mason was a surprise as well, but it makes a lot of sense. For both of them, really. You freed both pack alphas from a fate worse than death, and this is how they’ve decided to repay you.”

“We freed them,” Clarke corrected. “No way I could have done this alone.”

“I know.” Brooke rested a hand atop his. “But you’re our leader, our alpha. You’ve guided us through so much, and we’ve emerged from it stronger than ever. Yes, we’re a team, but we’re a team centered around you.”

“Face it, Clarke,” Emma said. “There wouldn’t be a Broken Fang if not for you. We’d all be stuck playing at saving the world instead of getting our hands dirty with the business of slaying vampires.”

“And dragons,” Sammy chimed in. “Don’t forget the dragon.”

“No one’s forgetting the dragon.” Clarke let out a soft chuckle. “Okay, so I’m their Alpha Above. What does that mean?”

“Basically, you’ve been recognized as the alpha of an alpha,” Brooke explained. “A leader of packs rather than individuals. The alpha above other alphas, as the title implies.”

“But I’m not a werewolf. Will that be a problem?”

“Not in your case.” Brooke’s eyes twinkled, and her tail wagged. “You’re married to a werewolf, and that makes you a clear member of our community. That’s how they view you, and your strength and accomplishments only serve to elevate you further.”

“Then, as Alpha Above, I can … what? Order them around?”

“Within reason. The relationship is more akin to subordinate allies rather than being directly under your command. If they find your leadership distasteful or dishonorable, one of them might challenge your authority, but otherwise, yes. They are yours to command.”

“Hmm.” Clarke lowered her head in thought.

“What’s on your mind?” Emma asked.

“The small army of werewolves we’ve somehow stumbled into an alliance with.” He looked up. “With the Portal of Gold under our control, and Ashley’s memories back, we’re closer than ever to being ready.”

“Ready for what?” Ixia asked.

“Decisive action against the vampires who control the world.” He glanced around the table. “And their leader, the devil Belphegor. We now know who sits at the eye of the vampires’ pyramid, and we know the mechanism that has allowed her and her minions to reign supreme: the Throne of Shadows. We have our targets.”

“It won’t be easy,” Ixia muttered.

“That much is certain, but there’s more to Broken Fang now than just us. In addition to a sizable force of werewolves, we possess other advantages, other allies. The expertise and connections the Ashen Flowers bring to the table. The intel provided by Emma’s parents. The vast coffers of Sammy’s family. We’re not just a few clueless college students talking about saving the world anymore. We truly are in a position to strike a blow against evil. The question then becomes how best to utilize all these resources.”

“We await your orders, my alpha,” Brooke said with another happy wag of her tail.

“Short term,” he continued, “we should unhex all the Hawthornes and Sandovals willing to fight. No point in leaving our forces hamstrung. I know some of them are already unhexed, but not all of them, correct?”

“That’s right,” Ixia replied. “Iram unhexed every shifter she Charmed. She clearly wanted those individuals to be as powerful as possible, but the rest remain limited by vampiric magic. I can work with my sisters to fix that. We should have all their hexes cleared out in a few days.”

“Great.” He glanced around the table. “Long term, our plans become less certain because we’re still missing one critical piece of information.”

“The location of the Throne of Shadows,” Ashley said.

“Precisely. Until we know where to strike—and have some idea of what we’re up against—there’s very little we can do in terms of actual planning. Fortunately, though, the Portal of Gold grants us the means to strike. No matter where the Throne is, we’ll be able to reach it. For now, we wait, we prepare, and we watch for signs of new vampires arriving in Chester Creek.”

“I have some thoughts on how we might discover the Throne’s location,” Ashley said. “I need to tend to a number of matters within Aureum Arcem first, but we may wish to contact some of my allies from twenty years ago.”

“I hope these reunions go better than the last one,” Sammy grumbled.

“Yes.” Ashley’s halo dimmed slightly. “I do as well.”

“We need to be willing to accept some risk,” Clarke said. “Right now, we don’t have any leads on where the Throne is, so it makes sense for us to broaden our approach. Ashley, you let us know when you have things settled at the citadel. We’ll plan our next move once you’re ready.”

“Understood. It shouldn’t take me more than a week.”

“Which brings me to the last point I want to discuss.” Clarke leaned forward, and his eyes gravitated toward Brooke. “I’ve had a thought rattling around in the back of my mind ever since Mason and Vince swore allegiance to me. With so many werewolves at our disposal, we’re in a stronger position than ever. This means the absence of a singular individual for a few months is no longer that great a burden.”

Brooke’s ears shot up, and her tail froze. Hints of a hopeful grin graced her lips, and her yellow eyes watched him attentively.

“I guess what I’m saying,” Clarke continued, “is I don’t think it’s quite so big a deal now if one of you takes some maternity leave within the next year.”

Brooke began to judder with excitement. Her tail wagged, knocking back and forth against her chairback, and her claws bit into the table’s wood.

“And since one of you has more restrictions on when and how you can become pregnant, I thought⁠—”

“YES, PLEASE! IMPREGNATE ME!”

Clarke winced at the wolf girl’s volume. “Would it be all right if I finished first?”

“Oh.” Brooke’s demeanor became mousy. “Sorry.”

Clarke cleared his throat. “Anyway, I want to make sure all of you are okay with Brooke and me conceiving a child next.”

He met each of their gazes. Ixia smiled approvingly, Sammy flashed a pair of happy thumbs-up, and Emma … let out a slow, sensual moan? Her eyes rolled back into her skull, and she reached between her legs. Her wings emerged as she touched herself.

“Emma?”

She snapped back to the present and blinked. Her wings twitched.

“You all right?” he asked.

“I’m fine.” She wiped drool from one corner of her mouth. “Sorry about that. There’s just so much sexual energy in the room. It’s a bit overwhelming. I may need to take a me break after we’re done here.”

“Then I’ll try not to keep you ladies any longer.” He faced the wolf girl, whose eyes glistened with approaching tears. “Brooke, would you like to join me in bed tonight? And for as many more nights as it takes for me to father a child with you? ”

“Yes,” she replied breathlessly, tears finally leaking down her cheeks. “Yes, my mate. I would.”

“Should I prepare a fertility potion?” Ixia asked.

“I wouldn’t bother.” Emma grinned lasciviously. “They’ll only need the one night. Take it from a succubus, his seed is exceptional.”
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Clarke had barely finished his evening shower when he heard a delicate knock on the bedroom door. He could have sampled the magic on the other side to identify the visitor. He could have opened his Empathy to her emotions or listened with shifter hearing to the subtle cues of her movements, even her breathing.

But he did none of these things.

He knew who it was and finished tying off his towel before crossing to the door. His swift strides served to cool the dampness clinging to his skin but did nothing to temper the smoldering in his loins.

He opened the door for Brooke and smiled warmly. Her eyes were low and unsure, imbued with a strange timidness. Her long hair cascaded luxuriantly down the shoulder of her fluffy green bathrobe, belted tight around the waist. Her high and heavy breasts pushed against the low V at the front, providing a tantalizing glimpse of firm cleavage and hints of her dark green lingerie.

“Good evening, Brooke. You look beautiful.”

“Thanks. You, too. Handsome, I mean.”

“Are you nervous?”

She shrugged. “A little.”

“Don’t be.” He extended her an open palm. “Do you remember what I told you during our first night together?”

“Not specifically.” She took his hand. “We said a lot of things that night.”

“I’m referring to the most important part.” He drew her into his arms. “Back then, I told you our first night together was for us.”

“And you meant it.” Her eyes met his and glinted in the low light.

“I did back then, and I do now, because here we are again. This night is for us. I want this, and the time is finally right for us to take this next, great step in our marriage.”

“I know, but it’s one thing to yearn for a child. It’s another to commit to it.”

“Do you still want to go through with this?”

“Oh, hell, yes!” she blurted. “Please don’t tease me.”

“I’m not teasing you. I only wish to be certain this is what you want.”

“It is. From the bottom of my heart, it is.”

They gazed into each other’s eyes, and Clarke saw the clarity in hers. Yes, she was nervous, but she meant what she’d said, and he smiled at her. And then, with a swift, sudden motion, he swept her off her feet.

She let out a squeal of delight, then rested her head against his chest.

He cast Minor Telekinesis to swing the door shut, then carried her to the bed and set her down on the edge. He knelt between her spread legs, hands running up her smooth, silken thighs.

“Come here, you,” she breathed, and guided his head to her cleavage.

He kissed the top of one firm mound, then the other before loosening the robe’s belt and spreading it to reveal her lacy bra and panties. She shrugged her arms out of the sleeves, and the garment settled atop the bedsheets.

“I know this is a bit subdued for me.” She rested a hand between her breasts. “But I didn’t want anything getting in the way tonight. No kinks or cuffs. Just the purity of two lovers. Does that make sense to you?”

“It does. More than you may realize.”

He bent down and kissed her, gripped one of her firm mounds and kneaded it. She moaned into his mouth, kissing him back.

Their hands explored each other, and with a quick tug, Brooke loosened his towel. It dropped away, and her fingertips glided across his stiff member. He climbed up onto the bed with her, and they groped and kissed and ground against each other, foreplay heightening their anticipation.

Clarke stroked the front of her panties, then slipped his fingers underneath the sheer fabric to sample her wetness. He slid a digit inside, and she groaned wantonly.

“Take me, Clarke.” She nibbled on his ear, then added: “Don’t make me wait any longer.”

“As you wish.”

She unclasped her bra, and her breasts bounced buoyantly. He slid her drenched panties down her legs, and she pulled one foot through and then the other. She lay back for him, legs spread, her long ponytail coiled beside her.

Clarke rose before her, erection firm and proud. He guided the tip to her sweltering sex, pressed in a little, then took hold of the back of each of her knees. He spread her wider, and then leaned in and let gravity do the rest.

She moaned, his thick girth splitting her open, stretching her with sumptuous pleasure. She squeaked as he bottomed out inside her, and she pulled him close for another kiss. He began to rock back and forth within her, slow at first but with steadily building momentum.

“I’ve wanted this for so long.” She gasped as he thrust into her over and over again. “I’ve wanted you, wanted all of you.”

Clarke placed her knees atop his shoulders and pounded her, harder and deeper. Her moans turned into guttural, animalistic growls, and her nails extended. She clawed at his back, but he felt no pain. His body could take everything she dished out and more.

His groin slapped against hers with each hard and fast thrust, the excitement boiling within his gonads. Brooke’s cheeks were flushed, and sweat glistened across her body.

“I’m close,” he grunted between plunges.

“Then do it,” she gasped. “Finish this. Complete me. Fill me with your seed. Do⁠—”

She squeezed her eyes shut, and her mouth opened in a silent cry. Her body shuddered beneath an avalanche of ecstasy, her sex tightening around his plunging member. Her contractions pushed him over the edge, and he buried himself deep within her. He grunted, his cock flooding her with his seed one delicious pulse at a time.

He finished and then sagged atop her, their faces close. She took hold of his head and gazed lovingly into his eyes.

“Thank you.” She bent up and kissed his forehead. “Thank you, Clarke. My wonderful, loving husband.”
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Emma’s words proved prophetic; they only required the one attempt before Brooke became pregnant with Clarke’s second child. He could tell the deed was done from a subtle change in her aura, so there was no need for a second round. But need and desire were two separate forces, and they made love again, despite the lack of necessity.

And again.

And again.

And again.

And on and on the night went, till both lay as spent, sweaty heaps atop the bed.

They wouldn’t have had it any other way.


Epilogue


Belphegor, mother of all vampires, lounged deep within the Fortress of Sloth, her shapely body draped across the Throne of Shadows. Slender legs dangled over one arcano-mechanical armrest and broad wings hung over the other. The devil reached into the punchbowl resting atop her firm stomach, retrieved another Samoa, and bit leisurely into the cookie.

She closed her eyes to relish the decadent combination of caramel, coconut, and chocolate. Sometimes the simplest things made her regret her mission to corrupt all life on this world, but these cookies were one of them.

She popped the rest of the Girl Scout cookie into her mouth while her servants ate the Girl Scouts in another room. Both had been flown in earlier that evening for dinner.

She didn’t share the vampires’ lust for blood, and some of their eating habits could be dreadfully messy. Even as recently as a few decades ago, one of her servants had made the unfortunate mistake of tearing open a virgin’s throat with her nearby. She’d had to make an example of him, and the mess she’d made as she’d dismembered him had served to remind the others of her intolerance.

She found the limits of her vampiric children grating at times. Sure, she’d granted them a form of lesser immortality, but their minds remained bound by their mortal origins. Their memories were so flawed and limited. They could barely remember events from a century ago unless they wrote it all down!

Belphegor shook her head and grabbed another cookie from the bowl. She didn’t need to eat and wouldn’t gain an ounce even if she gorged herself without end. But she’d come to appreciate the pleasures of this world and had sampled most at least once over the long centuries.

A pureblood vampire entered the Throne’s chamber with timid, anxious eyes. He wore a black business suit and clutched a small obsidian box to his chest.

“Great Mother.” The servant genuflected at the foot of the Throne’s dais.

“Yes?” She sat up and set her cookie bowl aside. “What is it?”

“This, umm, death box has reacted. Magically, I mean.”

“So? Why bother me with this?”

“The contents are old. Very old. We had to search the archives for your instructions on how to handle this properly.”

“And what did they say?”

“To bring it to you without delay.” He held the death box out like an offering.

You had to search the archives? she scoffed inwardly. Vampires and their terrible memories. What a nuisance.

She motioned him forward. He handed her the box, retreated off the dais, and dropped back to one knee.

Belphegor turned the box over and brushed her fingers across the label, which read: ILLUSTRIS TENEBRIS IRAM.

“I see now why I left those instructions. My compliments for following them.”

“Thank you, Great Mother!” The man bowed his head, his joy at her words palpable. “Thank you!”

Belphegor opened the box. The dragon’s eye had rotted away long ago, but the box remained bound to the dragon by her demonic magic, which could detect the ripples of a being’s death across all of creation.

Belphegor brushed the ashen contents aside and read the bloody words hidden underneath: KILLED BY A BLOOD KNIGHT.

“So, the old lizard is finally dead, and at the hands of a blood knight, no less.”

Her servant started and raised his head sharply.

“How very interesting.” Belphegor closed the box and set it aside. “It’s been twenty years since the last one emerged. I’d almost begun to hope we’d seen the last of their kind, but oh well. We know how to handle these sorts of problems. Summon the members of Knightfall to the fortress. I would speak with Lord Redpeak.”

“At once, Great Mother.” The servant bowed again, then rose and hurried out of the chamber.

Belphegor retrieved her cookie bowl and slung her legs over the armrest. She’d nearly cleaned out the Samoas by the time a dapper vampire entered the chamber. The tall, pale, elegantly dressed man looked as if he’d been plucked from the set of a Victorian period piece. His black top hat, knee-length frock coat and elaborate vest contrasted against his white shirt and blood red cravat.

“Lord Baxter Redpeak, at your service, Great Mother.” He removed his top hat and swept it around for a flamboyant bow. He grinned at her toothily, maliciously, long fangs gleaming. “I hear you have another blood knight for me to kill.”
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Prologue


“Ihear you have another blood knight for me to kill.” Lord Baxter Redpeak grinned toothily.

Belphegor, mother of all vampires, rose from the Throne of Shadows located deep within the Fortress of Sloth. The devil shook out her wings and took long-legged strides off the Throne’s dais. She approached the dapper vampire, her eyes gleaming with purpose, weighted by the centuries she’d spent on this wretched world.

“Indeed, I do, Lord Redpeak.” Her voice was a clear, silvery note—resonant and commanding, yet also soft and seductive. She walked up to him, arms folded under her generous breasts.

Redpeak dipped his head a touch more, his lips curling into a sinister yet reverent grin. He rose to his full height and fitted his top hat back in place. With his pale skin, black hair, and brown eyes that seemed almost red in the right light, Redpeak was every bit the ancient, pureblood vampire. The knee-length frock coat, elaborate vest, and richly embroidered cravat only added to the sense he’d been plucked from a bygone era. Most vampires employed a degree of subtlety in public, but Redpeak wore his heritage on his sleeve.

Belphegor couldn’t help but smile inwardly at the presence of her most loyal and capable servant. Yes, Redpeak had his quirks—all her vampires did to some degree—but this one relished each chance to curry her favor. He was a straightforward killer, perhaps to a fault, which Belphegor found refreshing from the tiresome scheming she had to put up with from other vampiric lords and ladies, especially those control freaks who ran the Big Tech companies.

“I had begun to wonder if the blood knights were extinct.” Redpeak’s voice was as smooth as velvet and as deadly as a hidden razor.

“As had I.” Belphegor shrugged as if afflicted by a minor irritant. “A pity.”

Their voices echoed softly in the vast underground chamber. The arcano-mechanical interface of the Throne of Shadows—the “throne” itself, as it were—sat at the center of a wide, circular platform, but the actual device was much, much larger. The Throne’s high back devolved into thick cable runs, tracing upward and fanning outward to connect with the machinery built into the high ceiling. More machines extended downward from the platform, forming a thick column several hundred meters tall with conduits and coolant pipes spanning the deep, dark pit.

A young vampire had once told Belphegor the chamber resembled the emperor’s throne room from Return of the Jedi. Or at least the access pit where technicians could make adjustments to the Throne’s many intricate components. She’d never bothered to watch the movie to find out.

“What do we know so far?” Redpeak asked.

“Not much, I’m afraid. Are you familiar with Lady Iram?”

“Of course, Great Mother. I make it a point to stay informed on the movements of all the surviving dragons. Why? Has something happened to her?”

“She’s dead.”

“Oh my.” Redpeak glanced aside in thought. “If I’m not mistaken, it’s been over five centuries since the last draconic death.”

“You aren’t.” Belphegor’s immortal mind recalled the death with great clarity. She’d orchestrated the draconic genocide, after all, and the few survivors had sworn fealty to her.

Not that she’d given them much choice.

“Do the other dragons know?” Redpeak asked.

“Doubtful, but that’s not our immediate concern. We’ll let sleeping dragons lie, as it were. Instead, I want you to investigate how she died.” Belphegor gestured to the small obsidian box set beside her throne.

Redpeak’s reddish eyes flicked to the box. “Ah, the dragon’s death box, linked to her across all space and time. I wish you would share with me how to craft such an artifact.”

“Perhaps one day,” Belphegor teased, and meant it. If any vampire deserved to be taught the secrets of her magic, it was Lord Redpeak.

“What message did the box convey?”

“That she’d been killed by a blood knight.”

“A blood knight killed a dragon?” A hint of glee twinkled in his eyes. “I haven’t faced a challenge like this in, oh, perhaps three or four hundred years.”

“What is the status of Knightfall?”

“Four of our number are out on assignments, but can—and will—be recalled for a threat of this magnitude. The rest stand ready for your orders, Great Mother.” He grinned with obedient malice, fangs bare. “Will you grant me the pleasure of killing yet another blood knight?”

“Eventually, but first I have a task for you.”

“You have only to name it.”

“The Prime Grimoire. I want it moved.”

Redpeak’s brow creased. “Because of the blood knight?”

“Because of what the existence of another blood knight implies.” Belphegor paused to see if her servant made the connection and was delighted to see his eyes glint with understanding.

“You suspect the angel Sandalphon has returned.”

“Correct, Lord Redpeak. It’s a possibility we can’t ignore. While the transplanar hexes I cast on Earth’s dimensional divide have served us well, we know they’re not impervious. Sandalphon may have found a gap she can exploit. And even if she blundered straight through them, I doubt the hexes would kill her. Maim, perhaps. But kill outright?” Belphegor shook her head. “Angels are hard to put down for good.”

“Then, if the angel has returned to this plane, you believe she’ll seek the Prime Grimoire?”

“It’s one avenue open to her, so we’ll work to close it.”

“The grimoire is well defended,” Redpeak assured her. “Both externally, and from within. None but your most trusted servants can read it.”

“Sandalphon could, given enough time. And while angels are naturally patient, the appearance of another blood knight tells me she’s put a new plan into motion. The Prime Grimoire represents a point of vulnerability for us. It contains details on every spell we deploy through the Throne of Shadows, spells that keep the human populace ignorant of us and limit the powers of most demihumans. Vampires control the world because of these spells, and if an enemy were ever able to study them …”

“They would possess the knowledge necessary to unravel them on a large scale,” Redpeak finished. “Though not the means.”

“Don’t underestimate Sandalphon.”

The vampire dipped his head submissively, but the devil continued:

“I only damaged her citadel twenty years ago, and it has undoubtedly healed itself to some extent by now. We have no way of knowing what resources the angel has, and so we shall prepare accordingly for all contingencies.”

“I understand and obey, Great Mother. I will have the Prime Grimoire moved to an appropriately secure location. Perhaps the ‘Galaxy,’ if only temporarily?”

“An excellent suggestion. See to it.”

“Of course, Great Mother. As for the blood knight?”

“Eliminate that threat with extreme prejudice.”

Redpeak’s grin became almost manic.

“Lady Iram was based in the city of Chester Creek,” Belphegor continued. “Gather Knightfall and head there. Find and kill the blood knight. If the enemy turns out to be male, slaughter any females with him. Take no chances. Stamp out his line once and for all.”

“With pleasure, Great Mother.” Redpeak removed his top hat and swept his arm into an elegant bow.


One


J.B. Clarke had trouble sleeping for the third night in a row.

He untangled himself from the arms and legs about him, then slipped off the bed and stood in the gloom of the nascent morning. Three of his four wives slept in his bed, all of them sprawled in peaceful reposes, one snoring like a cute buzzsaw. He watched them lovingly, his eyes piercing the darkness with ease thanks to the werewolf magic he’d absorbed from one of them.

His ethereal aura was a complex mixture of energies: blood and shifter magic, incubus talents, witchcraft, and slime abilities. He’d been born with the blood magic, heir to the greatest line of vampire slayers the world had ever seen—a line that was nearly extinct.

The rest had come to him through his deepening bonds with his comrades.

His lovers and now his wives.

Blood magic allowed him to accumulate the talents of others thanks to Power Graft. That spell centered around the act of giving, whether consciously or not, whereas the vampires—his dark counterparts in many ways—stole life and power from their victims.

His wives had given him so much. They’d freed his mind from the vampiric control spells, had awakened him to a world of demihumans, monsters, and mages. They’d helped him find his purpose in life and had stood by him every painful step of that journey.

Together, they would break the vampires’ unseen stranglehold on the world.

Or die in the attempt.

He approached the bed and reached out to Brooke Hawthorne, but then stopped with fingertips an inch from her cheek. The wolf girl was a statuesque, athletic beauty with long chestnut hair bound in a ponytail. One of her wolf ears twitched, and a content smile curled her lips.

Clarke drew his arm back and swept his eyes across his other wives.

Emmaline “Emma” Rose lay beside Brooke, spooned against the wolf girl’s back, an arm hugging under the taller woman’s breasts. The succubus’ long, sleek tail stirred to a languid rhythm, almost like a drunken serpent, and her dark, batlike wings were folded against her back. Her raven hair lay tousled across her pillow. She snored into the back of Brooke’s head, though the wolf girl didn’t seem to mind.

Samantha “Sammy” Eloise took up the foot of the expansive bed, her bubblegum pink body stretched luxuriantly with feet dangling off one side and an arm hanging off the other. Both Brooke and Emma had submerged their feet in the slime girl, using her as a very sexy footwarmer. It was yet another sign the slime girl had mastered the toxins that had prevented her from touching people for so many years.

Clarke drank in the sight. He loved each of them with all his heart, which was why this restlessness—this strange sense of foreboding—bothered him so.

He wasn’t sure why, but he felt the end of his journey approaching. Whether it would conclude in triumph or with fangs piercing his neck he couldn’t say, but he somehow knew the final confrontation was just around the corner.

His wives would stand by him as he faced the trials ahead, and that both filled him with relief and weighed heavily upon his shoulders. He wasn’t merely a husband; he was a leader, and his decisions could guide them all toward death far more easily than to victory.

Would he make the right calls in the coming battle? Would he be strong and wise enough to face the worst, most ancient killers the vampires could throw at him? Or would his weakness and arrogance lead to not only his death, but the deaths of everyone he cared about?

No answers came to him as he stood there, gazing upon his slumbering wives. They’d devoted themselves to him, and he to them. They would follow him anywhere, no matter how strange. They would fight against any foe, no matter how formidable. They would give their all without hesitation.

Because they loved him.

Because they believed in him.

And because they believed in the promise of a better tomorrow.

He couldn’t let them down. Wouldn’t let them down.

He glanced at the four silver rings on his left hand, sampled the magical bonds with each of his wives, tasted the peacefulness emanating from them. The restfulness of his wives helped calm him, though a distant flicker tickled his mind. He turned, facing the mansion’s west wing, and realized he wasn’t the first to awaken. His witchly wife had beaten him to it.

He eased the bedroom door open. Brooke’s tail flicked at the gentle creak of the hinges, and Emma stirred from the quick brush across her stomach. He slipped out and crossed the mansion, ending up at a door bearing a large Dead Space poster. He gave the door a gentle knock.

“That you, Clarke?” Ixia Grey asked.

“Yeah. You all right?”

“Will be in a few minutes. Come on in.”

Clarke stepped into the witch’s workshop. The walls were lined with brewing stations, shelves, and gun racks. The shelves were well-stocked with reagents, ammunition, and grenades, the latter two having been enchanted by Ixia and her triplet sisters.

Ixia sat at a workbench, a vial in her hand with liquid that resembled maple syrup but thinner. The witch looked paler than normal. Her ghost-white hair showered over shoulders clad in a black nightgown. She bore a black teardrop beneath one eye, and her eyebrows, ears, and fingers were adorned with silver studs and rings. She rested her free hand atop her pronounced baby bulge and took a swig of the potion.

“Morning sickness?” Clarke asked.

“A little, but now it comes with back aches and contractions in weird places. Pretty typical for being seven months in, I guess.” Ixia raised the vial. “I’m taking a decoction to smooth my symptoms over. My mom swears by this one. Plus, it bolsters the baby’s healthy development. Not that he needs it. Man, can he kick!”

Clarke sat beside her and rested a hand atop her stomach. Ixia gave his hand a quick squeeze then gulped down the rest of the vial.

“Won’t be long now,” he said quietly.

“Don’t I know it. My sisters are already nagging me to go shopping with them for baby clothes.”

Clarke opened his mind with Empathy—one of the powers he’d gained from Emma—and sampled Ixia’s emotions to discover a knot of anxiety.

“Something on your mind?” he asked. “Besides the baby.”

“Maybe.” She smiled sweetly at him and tapped a finger against his forehead. “Don’t you already know?”

“Sort of. Empath, not telepath, and a newbie empath at that. I can tell you’re anxious about something.”

“I could say the same about you. That’s three nights in a row you’ve been up early.”

“You’ve been keeping track?”

“Just being an observant wife.” She took hold of his hand. “Keeping an eye on my husband.”

“I’ve had a lot on my mind.”

“Haven’t we all? I’ve been thinking about Sarkany. She was a dragon in league with the vampires. A dragon, of all things! I thought they were extinct, and maybe they are now. Pile that on top of the two d-hunters we’ve killed, and a lot of eyes are going to turn toward Chester Creek. The vampires are coming; it’s only a question of when and how many.”

“I know.”

“Chester Creek may be safe for the moment, but how long will that last?”

“I wish I knew.”

Clarke draped an arm around her shoulders, and Ixia leaned into him. She rested her head against his chest, and he held her close.

“There are plenty of reasons to worry,” he said at last, “but just as many reasons to be hopeful. We’ve defeated seven bloodsuckers so far, some of them ancient purebloods, and while not all of them were easy, we pulled through each and every time.” He gave her shoulders a squeeze. “And now, thanks to everyone’s efforts, we finally have the means with which to strike back.”

“The Portal of Gold,” she whispered, her tone almost reverent.
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“Morning, Clarke!” Dahlia Grey exclaimed, catching sight of him as he exited her sister’s workshop.

“Good morning,” Hyacinth Grey added, avoiding his gaze shyly.

The three Grey witches may have been fraternal triplets, but the family resemblance was strong enough for their appearances to border on identical triplets. All three shared the same fair complexions, slender builds, and affinity for gothic attire. The only saving grace to casual observers was their hair styles, which set them vividly apart.

Dahlia had retained her hair’s original platinum blonde, though cut short and wild in a manner that evoked an open flame. That was likely intentional, given the witch’s skill with fire magic. Meanwhile, Hyacinth had dyed her hair black, leaving only a single streak of blonde that traced down one of her braids. Her skills with Wards and other defensive spells were one of the reasons the mansion was a veritable fortress against arcane incursions.

“Dahlia. Hyacinth.” Clarke nodded politely to the witches.

He remained of two minds regarding their presence. On one hand, Hepatica Grey—their mother and senior witch of the Ashen Flower coven—had assigned them to Ixia as her personal guard, to defend both her daughter and her unborn child. The two Grey witches took that duty very seriously. Clarke didn’t doubt for a moment they’d bleed in her defense, perhaps even to the point of giving their lives, and he respected both their unflinching loyalty to their family and bravery in the face of danger, which he’d witnessed firsthand when they stood by Broken Fang against D-Hunter Alant and his brides.

On the other hand …

“Up early, I see.” Dahlia flashed a lascivious grin.

“I had trouble sleeping.”

“Well, we can’t have that. You’re the leader of Broken Fang. You need a good night’s sleep, and you know what they say, right?”

“Not particularly.”

“Exercise is a great way to improve sleep quality.” She ran a hand down the side of her hip. “Bet I can wear you out.”

Clarke grimaced ever so slightly, and Dahlia nudged her sister with an elbow.

“Uh, plus I can, uh …” Hyacinth looked up. “I could brew a potion for you to help you, umm, get to sleep. After, umm, you know.” She blushed fiercely.

“Right,” he said. “Am I correct in assuming these services come at a cost?”

“Only the fruit of your loins.” Dahlia snorted. “Hardly worth the mention.”

His grimace grew more profound.

“Now don’t give me that look.” Dahlia wagged a finger at him. “I know what you’re thinking, but can you really put a price tag on a good night’s sleep?”

“I can, and that’s a little steep.”

“Well.” Dahlia shrugged. “Let us know if you change your mind. You know you have an open invitation when it comes to our services.” She rested a hand on his shoulder as she stepped past him. “A very open one.”
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Clarke knocked on the door to Ashley Smith’s suite.

“Ashley? You in?”

He didn’t expect an answer; Ashley had only been back to the mansion a few times the whole week, but old habits died hard, and Clarke was the sort of man who knocked before entering a women’s room. Even if that woman was an angel who’d been on Earth for over a thousand years.

He eased the door open.

The Portal of Gold floated serenely in the center of the expansive lounge. Its edges formed an upright circle cut into reality and filled with golden, rippling water. The base hovered a few inches above the lush carpeting, and the Portal was wide enough for two people to stride through side by side.

Celestial magic connected with his mind, awaiting his commands. Ashley had trained him on the Portal’s operation, and he could have relocated this end if he so desired. Instead, he strode through the shimmering membrane without the slightest hint of resistance. The surface, for all its glimmering glory, might as well have not even existed.

He found himself in a spherical room, its walls coated in arcane, incomprehensible machinery. A thick loop of gold surrounded this end of the Portal, one quadrant broken long ago and mended with thin, golden strands. A bridge connected the central platform to a hatch recessed into the wall.

Clarke approached the hatch and sensed the anticipation of his magical controls. He placed a hand against the pleasantly warm surface and thought his wish:

Take me to Ashley.

A spike of foreign confusion and regret flickered through his mind. The hatch remained still.

Clarke clarified his thoughts:

Take me to the angel Sandalphon.

The hatch responded with an affirmative sensation and rose into the ceiling. He followed the corridor to another hatch and took the ramp at the end up through an opening in the ceiling.

He found himself in a grand circular chamber, roofless and surrounded by walls twenty stories high. He stood near giant sandaled feet, and when he craned his neck, he gazed up past two gargantuan statues frozen in the final moments of an ancient duel. They reminded him of Greek hoplites armed with swords and shields, crafted intricately in whites and golds.

But they weren’t the most outlandish sight in this strange realm. The open-air space the statues occupied, for all its vastness, was but a small afterthought built into the inner wall of an immense sphere. The “sky” curved high above with distant lakes, rivers, parklands, and vast stretches of golden machinery. Clouds occluded part of the view, and the entire space was bathed in gentle light that seemed to lack a point of origin.

Ashley’s citadel—Aureum Arcem—was located “somewhere” that wasn’t in or around Earth. If Clarke understood the angel correctly, it was nestled in a pocket dimension that clung to the border of what he thought of as the universe. From the outside, her citadel resembled a cracked, hollow sphere only about a hundred yards across, but the interior was yet another pocket dimension, as were many of its halls and chambers. But for all its fantastical scope, most of it lay dormant and in ruins, the product of a disastrous attempt to pursue the devil Belphegor.

Ashley’s nemesis had set a trap, and powerful Transplanar Hexes had savaged the citadel, forcing Ashley into retreat. That all had happened about a thousand years ago, and the conflict between the two beings had simmered in the background of human history across the intervening centuries.

Clarke caught sight of a flash of luminous, feathery wings near the shoulder of one statue.

“Hey, Ashley!” he called out with a wave.

“I’m almost finished up here!” the angel replied. “You can come on up if you like!”

“Be right there!”

He pulled off his T-shirt, dropped it on the floor, and summoned his incubus wings. The heavily muscled, batlike appendages sprouted from his shoulder blades, and he cast Fly. The spell conducted through each wing’s membranes, connecting him to the air more intimately than any conventional bird or aircraft. He spread them and rose alongside the statue until he reached the head.

Ashley Smith greeted him with bright blue eyes. A gold halo hovered above her long blonde hair, and her white wings gave off a faint glow. She possessed a strange otherworldly beauty that set her apart from everyone else, as if she were too perfect for the mundane environs back on Earth.

Which, Clarke supposed, was true enough. She wore garments inspired by hoplite armor, though only in the vaguest sense. Her breastplate failed to protect her firm, generous cleavage or her bare midriff, and the leather strips that formed her skirt did very little to hide her panties. She wore arm guards and greaves to shield her forearms and ankles respectively, though the stiletto heels on her sandals were a curious touch. Overall, it was ancient Greek armor done in the style of a burlesque.

“Sounds like you were expecting me.” He landed beside the angel.

“The citadel informed me of your arrival.” She smiled sweetly but with a weary edge. “It’s good to see you, Clarke. The week has been long and rather fruitless.”

“Having trouble with your citadel?”

“In a sense. I’ve tried to come up with ways to use its resources in our fight against Belphegor and her vampires. Besides the Portal of Gold, of course. Unfortunately, everything I’ve checked is either broken beyond repair or comes with too many problems.” She placed a hand against the statue’s helmet, which was over twice as tall as her. “I’d held out hope I could reactivate these celestial armors, but even that has proven to be a dead end.”

“Well, at least you …”

Clarke’s words trailed off as his ears caught up with his brain.

“Celestial armors?”

Ashley nodded.

“They’re not statues?”

She shook her head.

“So, wait a second. Are we standing on the shoulder of an angelic mech?”

“A mech?” Ashley tapped a thoughtful finger against her full lips, then nodded. “Yes, I suppose that’s a suitable frame of reference for you. Not one I expected, but the analogy holds up until you start digging through the details of how celestial armors function. Which is irrelevant, because I can’t get them to work.”

She folded her wings and sat upon the shoulder.

Clarke dismissed his wings and joined her.

“You seem a little frustrated.” He held out his hand, and she took it. Even that simple contact flooded his mind with the light of her magic, though not as intensely as with a kiss.

“I suppose that’s true enough. I’d hoped I could find an easy out from the battles to come. But there’s nothing here. No easy solutions or game-changing artifacts.”

“No death rays?”

Ashley chuckled. “No. As much as Sammy might pine for it, Aureum Arcem never had a death ray.” She gazed up into the enclosed sky. “I suppose I only have myself to blame. This citadel was almost destroyed because of my hubris, back when I first arrived, and Belphegor’s attack on it twenty years ago only made matters worse.” She shrugged her wings. “It is what it is.”

“So, no mech suits for us?”

“I’m afraid not.” Ashley patted the white shoulder they sat upon. “Their exalted cores are fried. There’s no way I can fabricate replacements, and even if I could, the Portal of Gold is too small. The only way to get them to Earth is with an assault across the transplanar divide.”

“The same kind of maneuver that nearly destroyed this place?”

“The same.”

“Sounds like we’re stuck with just the Portal.”

“Not just the Portal.” Ashley leaned closer, and her shoulder touched his bare skin. He shivered as a fraction of her power surged through him. “There’s also the fact you’re nephilim.”

“Yeah, I’ve been wondering about that. About how I’m half angel. Or would that be one-third angel, given I had three parents?”

“I’m not sure the exact fraction matters. The point is there’s more to your heritage than simple blood magic, but you haven’t been able to tap into it yet.”

“Well, we didn’t know it was there until a week ago.”

“True enough, but now that we do know”—Ashley plinked her halo with a finger—“and I have all my memories back, we should begin to awaken your nephilim side.”

“Sounds great. Any idea how to start?”

“I can think of a few ways,” she murmured, her words becoming husky. She bent toward him, their foreheads met, and his world blossomed with luminous wonder. Her presence, even muted by such a simple touch, was so overwhelming he nearly slipped off the statue’s shoulder.


Two


“Clarke, good timing!” Emma’s eyes twinkled as she turned from the hot stovetop. She wore her “Kiss the Cook” apron over a black-and-gray striped turtleneck and black stockings with lacy tops barely visible below her leather miniskirt. Her wings were folded against her back, and her tail swung like a dark, sleek pendulum.

“Something smells great.” Clarke crossed the huge kitchen and glanced toward the three pans the succubus was managing. “What’s on the menu?”

“Breakfast quesadillas.” Emma pushed her horn-rimmed glasses up her nose. “This first batch has eggs, green peppers, bacon, and a mix of cheddar and pepper jack cheese, but I can do the rest however you like.”

“Sounds delicious. I’ll have two if you don’t mind.”

“Of course. Only the best for my loving husband.” She turned one of the quesadillas with a spatula. “By the way, I couldn’t help but notice you weren’t in bed this morning. Another restless night?”

“Yeah, another.”

“I missed you being there when I woke up.” She glanced down at his crotch and licked her lips. “And the opportunity to indulge in my favorite breakfast.”

He snorted out a laugh. “You’re not still stuffed from last night?”

“Why, Clarke”—she flashed a sly smile—“you know me better than that.”

He chuckled. “That I do.”

“But seriously,” she continued in a more sober tone, “anything on your mind?”

“What isn’t on my mind?”

“Want to talk about it?”

“What’s there to talk about? I feel like everything’s on the verge of coming to a head. Like we’re only a few steps away from something big, which on one side is a great thing. We’re so close to striking back against the vampires in a decisive way. But the other side of the coin is the risk. The decisions I’ve made—and continue to make—place all of you in danger.”

“Of course they do,” Emma replied matter-of-factly. “But none of us are going anywhere. We all joined Broken Fang for our own reasons, but each of us is in this fight till the end, no matter how this unfolds. We’re all here because we want to be, because we swore to stand by you, and because we believe in you, Clarke.”

“I wish I shared your confidence. It’s hard not to second guess my decisions, to wonder if I’m leading us to victory … or off the edge of a cliff.”

“That’s just part of being a good leader, of shouldering so many responsibilities. Sometimes we’re our own worst critics.”

“No kidding.” He leaned against the countertop beside her.

“A little self-reflection is a good thing.”

“Any mistakes I make now are going to cost us. Perhaps in blood.”

Emma nodded sadly. She began to say something, but Clarke held up a hand.

“That said, I’m not going to let my worries paralyze me into indecision. That outcome is worse than anything. If I wait for the ideal solution to land in my lap, then I might as well give up now.”

“Don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good.”

“Right.” He crossed his arms. “Who’s famous for saying that?”

“Voltaire, I believe, though I’m paraphrasing.”

“Ah, right. Anyway, the way I see it, we’re committed, and we need to see this through. One way. Or the other.”

“We’re with you, Clarke.”

“I know you are, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. I couldn’t imagine doing this with a more incredible group of women by my side.”

“Oh, Clarke.” Emma’s tail swished happily. “You say the nicest things.”

“Only because they’re true.”

“I smell FOOD!” Brooke barged into the kitchen like a force of nature. She flung her arms wide, which had the effect of thrusting her chest out. Her breasts strained against a tight gray T-shirt that left her midriff bare over matching jogging shorts. Her yellow eyes caught Clarke’s, and her expression turned bashful. And perhaps a bit sultry. “Morning, my alpha.”

“Good morning. Have you gone for your run yet?”

“Just finished. Got some good zooms in, too. It’s nice and crisp outside. Perfect weather for a run. I would have asked you to join me but couldn’t find you.”

“I was paying Ashley a visit.”

“Oh, is that what I sensed?” Emma gave him an appraising look as she started to pile the finished quesadillas onto a plate. “I thought your aura was a bit different.”

“You can tell?” Clarke asked. “I didn’t expect the changes to be detectable yet.”

“Maybe if you were anyone else.” Her eyes sparkled with laughter. “But you’re my husband, and I’m very sensitive to both your body and your magic.”

“Fair enough.”

“So, what’s changed?” Brooke asked. “Does Clarke have a new power?”

“I don’t think so,” Emma replied, “but there’s definitely some of Ashley’s celestial magic in him now.”

“Really?” Brooke’s wolf ears darted upright.

“More like we’re working to draw out what’s already there,” Clarke explained. “The potential is in me thanks to my nature as a nephilim. It’s just buried deep.”

“Did you have sex with her?” Brooke asked, tail wagging excitedly.

“Ah, no. No, we’re not ready for that.”

“Aww.” The wolf girl’s ears drooped.

“One step at a time. Remember, the first time we kissed, I ended up unconscious on the floor.”

“Then what did you two do?” Emma grinned at him. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

“It was … I guess you could call it exposure therapy. To build up my tolerance levels.”

“And what did that entail?”

“A great deal of handholding,” Ashley declared as she entered the room, high heels clicking across the tiles. She stopped beside the kitchen’s central island, wearing a cream sleeveless shirt with a plunging neckline over tan slacks. Her wings and halo were nowhere to be found.

“Was that all?” Emma cooed.

“Not all,” Ashley replied. “We tried some gentle caressing, though we stopped once he grew lightheaded. The exercise should help him connect with his celestial side, though it will take time.” The angel’s eyes danced over him, and her lips curled with a hint of sensual mirth. “And a great deal of repetition.”

“Well,” Emma replied, returning her attention to the stove, “as someone who has sampled Clarke’s skills at physical ‘repetition,’ I’d say he is more than ‘up’ to the task.”

Brooke giggled, and Clarke shook his head with a smile.

“What am I going to do with you ladies?”

“Fuck us senseless every night?” Emma asked hopefully.

“I mean besides that.”

“Well, there’s always⁠—”

“Mornin’ girls,” Sammy grunted, trudging into the kitchen. She’d put on a black bra and panties and had formed her pink slime into a mostly humanoid body, though her arms were stretched like taffy. She dragged them across the floor as she approached the countertop beside Emma.

“Good morning, Sammy,” Emma said brightly. “Breakfast will be⁠—”

Sammy faceplanted into the mound of quesadillas. Her face slime spread over the plate, turned translucent, and the quesadillas traveled into her head and then down her throat. She reformed her face and pulled up off the plate with a sucking sound, the bluish swirls of her eyes dimmer than usual.

“Served now, it seems,” Emma finished with a frown.

“Thanks.” Sammy patted her chest. “I needed that.”

“Two of those were for Clarke.”

“Oh.” Sammy eyed the empty plate. “Sorry.”

“You okay?” Clarke asked.

“Yeah, just groggier than normal.” Sammy retracted one arm to its normal length then shook out the other one. It formed a long, writhing pseudopod. “I burned a lot of calories with all that tentacle action last night.”

Brooke blushed, and Emma sighed contently.

“Ah, yes,” Clarke said. “That would do it.”

“It’s my fault.” Sammy retracted the other arm, her eyes brightening. “I should have eaten a heartier dinner. I got up this morning, and I could feel myself congealing. I hate it when my slime gets like that.”

“I’m glad it’s nothing serious. And I’m sure we can all wait a bit longer for breakfast.”

“Not like we have much choice now.” Emma gave the slime girl a small headshake. “I suppose it’s time I started breakfast round two.”

Sammy pulled a stool out by the island and sat down.

“By the way, Clarke, got a minute?”

“Always.” He took one of the stools across from her. “What’s up?”

“Got something I’d like to discuss with you.” Sammy bobbed her head toward the succubus. “Both me and Emma, actually.”

“Are you sure now’s the right time?” Emma’s tail gave the slime girl a nervous flick as she assembled more quesadillas.

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Sammy replied. “It’s about the timing.”

“Sounds important.” Clarke sat forward, his instincts alert to what this might be about. After all, it had only been a week since Brooke became pregnant with their future child. That left Sammy and Emma as his only wives without child.

The question of timing indeed.

“Well, let’s hear what’s on your mind.” He gave the slime girl a gentle smile.

“It’s like this,” Sammy began. “Emma and I want to talk about the pitter-patter of tiny slime feet.”

“Or the flap of tiny wings,” Emma added over her shoulder.

“And when you’d feel comfortable with that happening.”

“I thought so,” Clarke replied, still smiling.

“You don’t sound surprised.”

“Should I be? I’ve known for a while both of you want children, and the same is true for me. I want all of you to be happy, and part of that is us taking that next step in what it means to be husband and wife.”

“But?” Sammy prompted.

“Ixia’s only two months from delivering, and Brooke became pregnant just last week. That’s a lot by itself, setting aside the whole vampire slaying thing.”

“You’re not wrong.” Sammy gestured to Emma. “But do you know what Brooke getting pregnant has done to us two?”

“I can imagine,” Clarke replied, and Emma shivered rapturously in the corner of his eye.

“Now don’t get me wrong,” Sammy continued. “We’re super happy for Brooke and fully support her going first. She’s the one with the werewolf heat cycle and its fertile-once-a-year limitation. Got to seize the opportunity when it swings around. All we’re asking for is some sense of when it’ll be our turn.”

“You know it’s hard to say. I need you.” Clarke swept his open hand across the room. “All of you. We don’t know what tomorrow will bring or what we’ll be called upon to fight.”

“What about the Hawthornes and the Sandovals? You’ve got yourself a small army of werewolves now.”

“It’s not quite that simple,” he cautioned. “But yes, you’re right their help does ease some of the pressure on us.”

“Then how about this?” Sammy leaned in. “Why not, instead of staggering all this kid stuff, we dive straight into the deep end?”

Clarke’s eyebrows rose. He hadn’t expected this.

“You mean …”

“We get straight to that pitter-patter of tiny slime feet.”

“And the flapping of adorable little wings,” Emma added.

“Yes, yes. That, too. As fast as possible. Think about it, Clarke. This way, the three of us are out on maternity leave at the same time. Taken as a whole, we’d be out of action for a shorter period of time as opposed to us stringing this whole thing out.”

“You could just as easily argue the inverse,” Ashley countered. “That we’re weakening ourselves at a critical moment. Yes, the deficiency is shorter overall, but it’s also more severe. As powerful as our werewolf allies are, this team here represents our core fighting strength.”

“Yes, but⁠—”

Clarke lowered his head in thought as the conversation continued. Sammy and Ashley debated the topic back and forth while Emma tossed in her own thoughts, siding with Sammy most of the time. Even Brooke chimed in, though from a neutral standpoint.

Clarke was only distantly aware of their discussion, his mind consumed by the sense of foreboding that had fallen over him recently. His instincts told him the end was approaching. He couldn’t say what shape it would take, but he sensed it drawing ever closer. They’d stirred up too much trouble, killed too many vampires to remain hidden much longer.

Was the inevitable confrontation months away?

Weeks?

Days?

And what would that conflict mean for him and the women he loved?

“Every moment we have together is precious,” he murmured, too low for anyone but Brooke to hear.

The arguments died down. All eyes turned to him.

He looked up.

“We don’t know what the future holds,” he said in a clear voice. “But we do have the power to shape it. Emma, mind repeating that Voltaire saying for everyone?”

“You mean how we shouldn’t let the perfect become the enemy of the good?”

“Exactly.” He rose and regarded each of them warmly. “Let’s face it; there isn’t a perfect solution. But there are good ones. Sammy? Emma?”

The slime girl straightened, and the succubus tensed, tail flicking.

“You’re my wives, and I love you both deeply. I want you to be happy, even in the face of all other considerations. But more than that, all of us want to take this next great step. And so, I say we have faith that we’ll find a way to make it all work … and we take that next step.”

He paused meaningfully.

“All of us. Together.”

Sammy’s eyes widened like saucers. Her pupils transformed into little hearts, and the spatula slipped from Emma’s hand.

“Sorry!” The succubus bent to down to pick it up. “I’m so excited my hands are shaking!” She set the spatula in one of the sinks and began fumbling in a drawer for a replacement when Clarke came up behind her, embraced her. She flinched at his sudden touch, but then all her tension began to melt away and she eased into his arms.

“Come here.” Clarke held out an arm to Sammy. “Both of you.”

Sammy rose from the stool to join him, and the three of them embraced.

“You really mean it?” the slime girl asked warily.

“I do. And despite whatever challenges lie ahead, I believe we’ll make this work. Same as with Ixia and with Brooke.” Clarke beckoned the wolf girl to join them. “Speaking of which, come here, you.”

Brooke’s tail wagged happily, and she wrapped her arms around them.

Emma sniffled, and a tear trailed down her cheek. “I didn’t expect you to say yes.”

“Neither did I, to be honest.”

“That makes three of us.” Sammy held him tight. “You’re just the best husband ever. You know that?”

“I try to be. All of you deserve nothing less.”


Three


Clarke broke the embrace and gazed longingly at three of his wives while Ashley observed their tender moment with a content, peaceful expression.

“Guess there’s only one question left,” Sammy said, grinning wickedly.

“What’s that?” Clarke replied.

The slime girl nudged her head toward Emma. “Which one of us gets first go at you?”

“Well, I think it should be obvious.” Emma wiped the tear off her cheek. “Speaking as his first girlfriend⁠—”

“You trying to pull rank?” Sammy interrupted, her expression turning mischievous. “Because two can play that game. Need I remind you who married him first?”

“I haven’t forgotten. I only wished to point out that being his first, I feel I have certain … responsibilities when it comes to his harem. You may go next, Sammy.”

“Oh.” The slime girl blinked in surprise. “You’re serious?”

Emma gave her a gracious nod. “I’m content to wait my turn. After all, anticipation is part of the fun.”

Her eyes flicked to Clarke’s, happiness filling those glistening depths. Her decision to step aside and let Sammy go next didn’t surprise him in the slightest. Of all the women in his life, she was the most attentive when it came to the web of interpersonal relationships within his harem—and she worked hard to ensure friction was kept to a minimum.

“Well then …” Sammy ran light fingers down the front of Clarke’s shirt. “What’s your schedule looking like today, Sexy?”

“Not sure yet. Ashley?”

“I’m finished with my citadel for now. Thank you for being patient. The past week has been frustratingly unproductive.”

“No need to be so hard on yourself. You didn’t know what you could achieve over there until you tried.”

“True enough. But despite my best efforts, it seems the Portal is it for now.”

“That should still be more than enough, assuming we can locate the Throne of Shadows.”

“Yes, and on that point, I’d like to begin reaching out to some of my old allies. This step is not without its risks, though.”

“Yeah, no kidding!” Sammy shook her head. “I’m too flammable to be fighting dragons on a regular basis.”

Ashley grimaced ever so slightly.

“How risky is it?” Clarke asked.

“Hard to say,” the angel replied. “Between Sarkany’s betrayal and Heinrich finding the Scepter of Bone, it’s clear at least some of my allies were compromised twenty years ago, either due to outright betrayal or their involvement being discovered by the vampires. Other cracks in my old network may exist, but I believe the risk is worth it. I’d like your permission to proceed.”

Clarke met the angel’s gaze levelly, somewhat surprised that she still deferred to him despite having regained her memories. But a part of his mind recognized why almost immediately. Yes, she’d been on Earth for over a thousand years, but the blood knights she’d created were nearly extinct, and her last great plan to free humanity had ended in the deaths of her dearest allies: Clarke’s mother and father.

Was it any wonder the angel hesitated now, the accumulation of her failures creating an air of timidity? Was it any wonder she yearned for the reassuring guidance of a leader she trusted?

“Go ahead, Ashley,” Clarke replied, his voice clear and confident. “I understand your concerns, but your old allies are our best shot at locating the Throne. Still, be careful with who and how you make contact.”

“I will. You have my word.”

“I know, and I trust your judgment.”

“Girl, no need to be so cagey,” Sammy said. “Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

“I suppose so.”

“Just no more dragons.”

“I’ll try my best,” Ashley replied dryly, then faced Clarke. “Ixia should have some burner phones I can use. I’ll start enchanting them right away.”

“What are the enchantments for?”

“Some additional protections my old allies and I put in place to shield us from discovery. Hopefully, these were more successful than some of my other efforts.” The angel let out a frustrated sigh before continuing. “Give me a few days to work through the contact spells. I should know more by Monday at the latest.”

“Sounds good.”

“Sounds very good!” Sammy looped an arm through one of Clarke’s. “Does this mean you’re free for the next two days?”

“It does sound that way,” Emma observed, taking hold of him from the other side. “It’d be a shame if he were to get bored with nothing to do.”

“We should probably fill it with something, then.” Sammy winked at her fellow wife. “Don’t you think?”

“Oh, absolutely.” Emma leaned close. “And then, perhaps he can fill something for us.”

Clarke chuckled. “You two are incorrigible!”
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Sammy seemed to be of two minds that day. On one hand, the lustful looks she kept shooting Clarke made it clear she yearned to get straight to business. On the other hand, she wanted the day to be special, and that led him to suggesting they spend it in a manner reminiscent of their old dates.

Sammy beamed at the idea, and soon the two of them were squirreled away in her art studio, assembling and painting miniatures while anime played in the background. Sammy chose Keijo!!!!!!!! for their background entertainment, which was a series Clarke must have missed when it originally came out. The plot revolved around a fictional watersport where beautiful female athletes attempted to knock their opponents into the water using only their breasts or butts, often with ridiculous special moves like the main character’s “Vacuum Butt Cannon.”

Clarke had to chuckle at the absurdity as he kitbashed several mecha models with Sammy. Both of them were working on new titan models for their Titan Mage campaign, this time with dynamic poses and elaborate bases. His titan had received so many upgrades over the course of the campaign that a new, sleeker model seemed appropriate.

Sammy built a replacement for her own titan—Slippery Vixen—while also working on upgrades for Emma, Brooke, and Ixia. Clarke figured the ladies would appreciate the little surprise next time they played. Their current models weren’t bad by any stretch of the imagination, but Sammy was the best artist of the bunch. She was also a great deal faster, blazing through the assembly of all four models before Clarke finished his.

“This takes me back,” Sammy remarked.

“To when we started dating?”

“Yeah. I’ve missed this. Just you, me, a row of paint pots, and some high-quality anime in the background.”

“High quality, huh?” Clarke glanced at the wall-mounted screen where women in tight bathing suits smacked each other with their butts. “Is that what we’re watching?”

“Oh, come on.” She grinned slyly. “You like my pervy tastes. And you’ll notice I’m showing restraint today.”

“How so?”

“I haven’t broken out the hardcore hentai yet.”

“Yes, I suppose there’s that.”

“Life has gotten so complicated recently.” Sammy capped a bottle of superglue and looked up. “This is pleasant by comparison. Refreshing even.”

“Isn’t that the truth?”

“How do you handle it all?”

“Handle what?”

“Keeping up with all four of us wives? We’re not wearing you out, are we?”

“Of course not. Why would you think that?”

“Just wanting to be sure,” Sammy said. “We ask a lot of you. Both as our husband, and as our leader.”

“Well, as for the first, you ladies make it easy. Love is a precious, wonderful thing, and I consider myself fortunate to have experienced it with so many remarkable women. And also for that love to be reciprocated so beautifully and completely.”

Sammy began to blush all over, her skin turning reddish.

“You make it easy because you—” Clarke made a sweeping gesture. “All of you accept me for who I am, and I accept you with the same completeness.”

“I remember the moment I realized that.” The bluish swirls in her eyes brightened and moistened. “I thought myself a monster. I still do, sometimes, when those dark thoughts creep back into my head. But you helped me overcome that inner self-hate. You love me for who I am, not who I could be or who you wished I was. You saw something special where all I saw was an inhuman monster. That simple act meant more to me than I can ever express.”

Clarke reached across the table. Sammy slipped her fingers into his open palm, and he squeezed.

“You’ve never been a monster in my eyes.”

“I know,” she replied softly. “And that’s one of the reasons why I’m so comfortable doing this, why I truly desire to bear your child. This isn’t some passing whim. Nor am I giving in to peer pressure from the others. I genuinely want to have a child with you with all my heart. Not every desire of mine has come from a pure and noble place, but this one has.”

“I believe you.”

Sammy flashed a sudden, crafty smile. “Would that be because of your Empathy?”

“No, of course not.” He paused, then shrugged. “Well, yes in part. Your emotions are so strong and genuine right now that I don’t even need to concentrate to detect them. But even without that, I know you well enough to understand you’re doing this because you want to. A child is a huge step in any relationship, and both sides need to be one hundred percent on board with it. I wouldn’t be going through with it if I didn’t believe you wanted this just as strongly as I do.”

“It feels good to hear you say that. Even if I knew you would. I love you, Clarke.”

“I love you, too.”

Her grip on his hand tightened, and her skin warmed, blushing all over once more. A sultry yearning gleamed in her eyes, and Clarke knew she’d had enough of this innocent preamble.

He rose, drawing her upright with him, and he rounded the end of the table without releasing her hand. He came beside her, and she draped both arms around him as she gazed tenderly up into his eyes. She pressed her body against his, hugging him tight enough for his chest to leave a literal impression in her gelatinous form.

She backed away, her body resuming its most natural shape: that of a slender, beautiful woman with brightly pink skin. Her eyes were twin radiant pools that met his. She closed them, leaned upward, and he kissed her gently on the lips.

She placed a hand behind his neck and held him there, prolonging their soft, affectionate kiss. They were in lockstep now, both taking their time to savor this simple act of intimacy. Eagerness dueled with patience at the edges of their movements: the firmness of his hands across her back, the tightness of her arms around his broad chest, her sudden wanton gasp, and the desire burning within.

They drew out the kiss, both eager and hesitant to break it. Eventually, Sammy pulled away and held him at arm’s length. Her eyes were bright and her cheeks glowed cherry red, flush with the depths of her carnal desires.

“I’m ready for what comes next,” she uttered breathily.

“Then let’s take that step together,” he replied⁠—

—then swept her off her feet.
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Clarke carried Sammy into his room and laid her on the bed then ran the backs of his fingers across her cheek. She took hold of his hand and planted a soft kiss on his knuckles.

“I hope you don’t mind me forgoing the cosplay tonight.” Sammy tugged him closer. “I want this act to be special, to be between just the two of us. No costumes or roleplay. Just the purity of our lovemaking.”

“I understand, and I don’t mind at all.”

“You one hundred percent sure? Because I can always dash over to my room and grab an outfit. Maybe Marin Kitagawa from My Dress-Up Darling?”

Clarke chuckled. “That won’t be necessary. In fact, I expected you to say something like this.”

“Because of how Brooke approached her special night with you and left all her usual kinks at the door?”

“You spoke to her about that?”

“Of course.” Sammy flashed a cunning smile. “You know we ladies compare notes. Brooke wanted the act to connect her more deeply with you, and I feel much the same way. Tonight, I want to make love to you and you alone, Clarke. Just the two of us, with as little to get in our way as possible. And speaking of which …”

She undid the buttons down his shirt, then slipped a hand underneath the fabric, fingers tracing across his muscles. Clarke pulled his arms out of the garment, tossed it aside, and bent lower for another kiss.

Sammy grabbed her tie dye T-shirt by the front and pulled it through her chest with a wet ploop, then repeated the gesture with her bra, which landed somewhere beyond the foot of the bed. He drank in her upper nakedness: the flush of her skin, the firm perkiness of her breasts, the erect points of her nipples.

“I’m so ready for you.” She contracted her feet, slipped out of her shoes and socks, then squirmed free of her pants and kicked them aside. “Take me, Lover.”

“Right now?” He grinned mischievously. “There seems to be a layer or two we need to sort out first.”

“I can solve that.”

Sammy guided his hand to the top of her panties, wrapped his fingers around the elastic band, and gave his arm a sharp yank. Her panties flew free of her body with a brief squick.

“Just one more nuisance still in our way.” She stroked his bulge through the crotch of his pants. “Let me help you with that.”

She undid his belt buckle then lowered his zipper. Clarke removed his pants and boxers, and his member sprang free, twitching to full size.

“There it is,” she uttered throatily, fingers gliding up the girth. She wrapped one hand around the base and gave it a few strokes. Her palm was both tight and frictionless thanks to her nature as a slime.

Clarke joined her on the bed, and they kissed again, side by side, hands exploring each other’s bodies. Sammy broke their kiss, a thin, pinkish trail joining their lips, and she smiled wickedly.

“Let me have a taste.”

She guided Clarke onto his back and rose to her knees beside him. She licked her lips, bent down, and took him into her hot, wet mouth.

Clarke sighed contently as the slime girl swallowed him down to the root with the first plunge. She held him there effortlessly, his member lodged deep, the walls of her throat pulsating with delicious contractions. Anatomy was a matter of choice to the slime girl, and she stroked him with her inner depths even as she rose off him. She ran her tongue over the tip and then swallowed his turgid log again.

“That’s nice,” he murmured. “But don’t try too hard. We don’t want to finish early.”

“Whiih nohh?” Her words vibrated over his shaft.

“‘Why not?’” he guessed. He’d become adept at understanding his wives when they spoke with their mouths full. Which wasn’t a skill he’d ever imagined acquiring, but there it was. “Well, we are trying to get you pregnant. Don’t want to waste any down your throat.”

Sammy rose off his cock with a pop.

“You can if you want.” She smiled greedily and licked her lips. “As a slime, you can impregnate me through whichever hole you desire. All I have to do is make sure the sperm reaches the egg. Easy peasy for someone like me.”

“Ah! I never considered that.”

“Do you have a preference?” She ran hand down her body. “Oral? Vaginal?” She flirted her eyebrows at him. “Anal?”

“How about we go about this in the, shall we say, traditional manner?”

“You got it. Just let me finish my blowjob preamble.”

She went down on him, and Clarke reveled in her ministrations as she steadily picked up speed. He ran a hand over the arch of her back, found one side of her hip, and urged her over. She obliged, straddling his face with the dripping heat of her sex. He split her open with his thumbs then traced his tongue across her delicate folds.

Sammy shivered delightfully, and he plunged his tongue into her depths. They pleasured each other in that position for a while, Sammy on top, swallowing him whole while he explored the moist canyon between her legs. She squirmed and twitched and shuddered as he grew increasingly aggressive with his tongue, until finally she pulled off him with a squeal and sat back.

“God, you’re too good at this!” she gasped, sliding her butt forward onto his stomach, her back toward him. “I need you inside of me. I need you so badly.”

“And I’m more than happy to oblige.” Clarke sat up and grasped her breasts from behind. He pinched her rock-hard nipples, and she let out a cute, little squeak. “How would you like it?”

“Let me ride you this time. Just sit back and enjoy yourself.”

Her body turned translucent. Her limbs slackened, and her head lost definition. She became a soft humanoid shape straddling him. Her elbows bent as if double-jointed, and her legs pooled and then reformed “backwards.” Her face took shape on what had recently been the back of her head, and she gazed lustfully down at him.

“You know you could have simply turned around,” he noted with a grin.

“Sure, I could have, but doing slime things is what makes me me. This makes me special amongst your wives.”

“This and so much more.”

Sammy took hold of his cock, guided the tip between her legs, and sank down on him with a contented sigh. She bent down for another kiss. Their lips met, and she began rocking her hips back and forth. She started slow, almost leisurely, but soon the fires of their passion took hold, roaring hot. She broke their kiss, grunting with each deep, full plunge.

Her magic unfolded within his mind as an intricate web of contradictions: hot and cold, soft and hard, smooth and rough, and so many more. His magic reached out to hers, mingled with her spectral essence, and within her depths he sensed her old scar.

A component of her magic caressed him, and his mind visualized it as a pool of concentrated death: thick and oily and fatal to the touch. But beside that darkness was light and love and vitality—the power to heal coupled with the power to destroy, counterbalanced and firmly within her control. Mending that scar had been his great gift to her, perhaps the greatest he’d ever given anyone. He’d helped her navigate the trials that wound had forced upon a young woman grappling with uncertainty, trying to make sense of her place within the world, and she’d emerged a happier, more complete person.

He’d stood by her every step of the way.

And now they stood on the threshold of a different kind of journey. A challenging one, no doubt, but one with such rich potential.

He was ready.

They both were.

Clarke took hold of her face, his palms gently encompassing her cheeks.

“I love you,” he muttered.

“I love you, too,” she breathed. “I … I …”

Sammy shuddered with her whole body, the pulsations reaching his crotch. She scrunched her face, and her lips formed a wide O. Waves of rippling pleasure squeezed up and down his shaft, pushing him over the edge, even as she plummeted off hers.

He grunted and shot his load up into her, flooding her body with his seed, only mildly aware of a strange suction that drew it toward some other part of her body. She collapsed on top of him, every inch of her glistening with a pinkish sheen.

She sagged there, limp and boneless in her sexual exhaustion, then kissed the nape of his neck. She nibbled playfully at his earlobe, then whispered:

“Wanna do that again?”

Clarke snorted out a laugh and turned to face her.

She smiled wickedly. “After I catch my breath.”


Four


Sammy confirmed the first act was enough to achieve their primary goal of the evening, and, after several more rounds of rambunctious sex, they washed up and headed downstairs to the mansion’s theater.

Emma and Brooke prepared a lavish, celebratory dinner for the pair, serving hearty steaks hot off the grill alongside blue cheese salad wedges, garlic butter mashed potatoes, a steamed vegetable medley, and sauteed mushrooms and onions. Emma prepared slightly more modest offerings for the rest of the household, and they all relaxed to a few episodes of Arcane.

Clarke helped clean up afterward then checked in with Emma as she loaded the dishwasher. He’d half expected the succubus to want to take “her turn” that night, but she demurred, stating, “Today is Sammy’s special day. I don’t wish to intrude. Tomorrow, well … we’ll see what the new day brings, won’t we?”

She winked naughtily at him, and he chuckled as he headed up to his room. The slime girl was already sprawled atop his bed, costumed as Vi from Arcane. She wore an open red jacket over a white shirt and leather pants.

“I thought you were setting the cosplay aside,” Clarke said, approaching the bedside.

“The deed is done. Cosplay sex is back on the menu.” Sammy gave her pink hair a seductive brush, her eyes hungry. “You like? I thought of the Arcane ladies, this one had the best chance to light your fires.”

“Consider my fires lit.”

He climbed onto the bed with his shapeshifting wife. They made love late into the night.
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Clarke awoke to the soft sensation of a warm, voluptuous body snuggling up against him, heavy breasts pressed into his arm. Fingers danced lightly across his chest.

“Mm, morning,” he murmured.

“Good morning, Sexy.”

“Emma?”

“Could be.” The succubus draped a playful hand over his eyes and whispered into his ear. “Or maybe I’m Sammy in disguise.”

Clarke smiled, confident even within his waking haze. The two women had played this game with him in the past, but between his magical affinity, the bond rings that connected them, and his growing skill with Empathy, the differences between his lovers were obvious.

“You have to try harder than that. Sammy is down in the kitchen. Brooke is zooming outside, Ixia is still asleep, and I’m pretty darn sure you’re not Ashley, Dahlia, or Hyacinth. Therefore …”

“You got me there.” Emma gave him a soft peck on the cheek.

Clarke rubbed the sleep from his eyes and shifted onto his side so he could more easily caress her shapely hips. Her raven hair spilled over pale shoulders, dark wings folded at her back, sleek tail swaying in slow, languid bliss.

“I have to admit I’m a bit surprised,” Clarke said.

“Oh? How so?”

“This is rather restrained for a wakeup call.”

“Perhaps.” She smiled guiltily. “I do enjoy a good breakfast in bed, and the ones you serve are of exceptional quality. But today is special, and I want to treat it differently.”

“Every day with you is special.”

“Aww.” She blushed a little and gave him another quick kiss. “You’re so sweet, but what I mean is today’s extra special.”

“I get that. Got anything in mind?”

“A few ideas.” Emma sat up beside him. She grabbed her glasses and a piece of paper from the nightstand.

“You have a list?”

“Of course.” She fitted her glasses on, snapped the paper out, and cleared her throat. “First, Sammy will be on food duty today. I’m taking a break so I can focus all my attention where it belongs.”

She gave his bicep a pat.

“Seems reasonable,” he replied, “though with Sammy in charge of food, that means we’re in for takeout.”

“I’m fine with that.” She glanced down at his boxers. “I have … other nourishment in mind for later.”

He chuckled. “Of course.”

“Also, I’d like us to play a session of Titan Mage. I’ve got an itch to roll some dice.”

“That might be difficult with Ashley as busy as she is.”

“Already ahead of you. I’ve got her GM notes all lined up for you.”

“For me?”

“You don’t mind running the scenario, do you?”

“No. I just thought we’d wait until we were all free.”

“I’d like that, too, but who can say when that’ll be?”

“Yeah, isn’t that the truth?” he conceded, sitting up.

“Also …” she began more delicately, “I should point out there’s a difference between me and your other wives. At least when it comes to this very important night with each of us.”

“What might that be?”

“I know both Brooke and Sammy expressed a desire to, umm, tone down the wild antics. At least for a short while. They each wanted to treat receiving your seed with a certain degree of reverence, and I wholly understand that. As for Ixia, that time with her was your first time together. Anything too adventurous would have been awkward.”

“Okay?” Clarke raised an eyebrow. “But you’re different?”

“That’s right.”

“Which means … what? You’d like it to be a little kinky tonight?”

“Not exactly.” She handed him the sheet.

He glanced over what proved to be a list of sexual acts and positions, some with notes and arrows to other acts, forming a carnal flowchart. It took him a while to read through the whole list.

He looked up at her.

“You sure?”

Emma nodded.

“All of these?”

She nodded again.

“On the same night?”

“If you don’t mind.”

“It’s not so much that I mind.” He glanced back to the sheet. “It’s just that some of these are rather specific. Take these two for instance, along with the notes you scribbled in the margins. We’ve never done either of those.”

“I know.”

“And you want to do both?”

“Yes.”

“At the same time?”

“Yes!”

“While airborne? With me basically pinning you against the ceiling?”

“If we’re going to do it, might as well do it properly.”

“I suppose I can’t fault that logic. So, to summarize: while Brooke and Sammy chose to set their kinks aside for one night each, you basically want all the kinks?”

“Yes! A veritable feast of carnal delights!”

“Hmm.” He reviewed the sheet once more. Everything seemed doable, in that no laws of physics were being broken, except for those acts requiring magic. A few might have brushed against some of the older civil laws, but he wouldn’t tell if she didn’t.

“What do you think?” Emma cocked her head. “Too much?”

“No, it’s not that.” He set the paper aside. “I suppose I should have expected this. You’re a succubus after all, and despite having lived with you this long—despite having fallen in love with you and marrying you—you still manage to surprise me from time to time. Even shock me a bit with how direct you are sexually.”

“You wouldn’t have me any other way.” She gave him a small, flirty wiggle.

“You’re absolutely right, though maybe not for the reasons you’re thinking.”

She paused, her face quizzical and a little uncertain.

“Oh, naturally, having a sexually eager wife comes with a plethora of perks. But you’re far more than a willing partner in bed, and I appreciate the subtler side of who you are. You see, Emma, you’re the glue in this household.”

“I’m … the glue?” Her brow wrinkled, and he nodded to her.

“That’s right. It’s like this. All the other women in my life accept this harem, but you’re the one who actively sought to form it. Without you, it’s safe to say this household—this family—wouldn’t exist, and we’re all richer for your efforts. Your impact on our lives didn’t stop there, either. A casual observer might view you as a stereotypical succubus, sexually obsessed to a fault. But that’s not what I see. I see a woman who loves not only me, but her fellow wives as well, and takes great care to ensure all of us are happy, together.”

Emma beamed at him, and her eyes turned a little misty.

“And as the glue that holds this family together,” he went on, “I’m more than happy to give you all the kinks you desire.”
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“So, let me get this straight.” Sammy leaned over the terrain table. “This idiot wants to let the apocalypse happen in order to make the world a better place?”

“Pretty much,” Clarke replied from behind his game master screen.

“But what sense does that make?” Sammy asked with a confused headshake.

“Doesn’t have to make sense,” Brooke pointed out. “All I need to know is who to trounce.”

“Yeah, but it’d be nice if his motivations made a lick of sense.”

“This all seems pretty standard to me,” Emma said. “How many video games or anime series end with the bad guy wanting to bring about the end of the world for ‘reasons’?”

“I guess.”

The slime girl surveyed the board state, eyes scanning across a city sprawled along the edges of what looked like a giant radar dish built into the ground. Clarke had to admit she’d outdone herself with this latest terrain piece. She’d even built a drain into the base of the dish to play into the current scenario and had used water with blue food coloring to keep the reveal a secret from her fellow players. Four of the upgraded mecha models Sammy and Clarke had worked on kept a tight formation at the dish’s lip while a lone titan on a flying base awaited them near the center.

“So …” Ixia began, “we going to go down there and get him or what?”

“I’m thinking,” Sammy said, narrowing her eyes.

“I’m fine shooting him from here.” Emma picked up her dice. “Titan Perilous Embrace is specced for ranged combat.”

“You might be,” Brooke said, “but Titan Lunarpocalypse is a brawler, and this guy can fly. Not sure if I’ll be much help.”

“Then we clip his wings as our first order of business,” Emma replied. “I can make a Targeted Attack once it’s my turn. And speaking of which …”

“Yeah, yeah.” Sammy huffed out a breath. “The hell with it. I’m charging straight in, spending one Fuel to double my movement.” She removed a token from the stack by her character sheet then tap-walked her titan a dozen hexes toward the scenario’s boss. “Can I attack him from the ground?”

“No,” Clarke replied. “Your greatsword doesn’t have enough reach.”

“Figured.” The slime girl looked up. “But what if I throw my sword at him? I can do that, right?”

“Yes, you’re allowed to make a Throw Attack, though you’ll suffer a penalty to hit since your greatsword isn’t balanced for throwing.”

“It’s worth a shot.” Sammy scooped up her dice. “Okay, I’m declaring a⁠—”

Ixia cleared her throat. “Why not morph your weapon into a throwing spear first? You’ll lose some damage, but your chances of hitting will go way up.”

“Ooh! Good call, Miss Min-Max!”

“That’s Mrs. Min-Max, thank you very much.” The witch ran her hand down her prominent baby bulge. “I’m a happily married woman.”

“So you keep reminding us.” Sammy nodded at the board. “Okay, I’ll spend one Fuel to morph my greatsword into a big ass throwing spear. Next, I’m going to chuck the sucker at Titan Final Edict, targeting the gravity catalyst.”

“You’re declaring a Targeted Attack?” Clarke asked. “That also applies a hit penalty.”

“Got no choice. We need to clip this sucker’s wings.”

“Roll to hit.”

Sammy tossed her D20. It rolled down the basin’s sloped, metallic bowl and stopped against Titan Final Edict’s flyer base.

“Hell yeah!” Sammy raised her arms in triumph. “Natural Twenty!”

“Roll for damage.”

“What’s the damage on the throwing spear? I’m used to my greatsword’s D10s.”

“The throwing spear is D8 based,” Ixia said. “So, with your Tier Four matter catalyst, you’re rolling four of those.”

“Gotcha.” Sammy selected her dice and rolled. “Nice! Seventeen!”

“Your spear pierces Final Edict’s gravity catalyst. The intricate crystalline structure shatters like so much purple glass, and energized shards fall from the titan in a glittering rain. The titan falls out of the sky and lands hard on its legs”—Clarke rolled two D6s behind the screen—“and its knee joints strain from the harsh impact. It rises from its crouch, points a finger at Titan Slippery Vixen with one hand while making a slashing gesture across its throat with the other.”

“Yeah, well, we’ll see about that!” Sammy stated defiantly.

“My turn.” Emma moved her model around the basin’s rim. “Taking position for a clear shot on Final Edict. Don’t want to hit Sammy by mistake.”

“Again,” Sammy teased.

“In my defense, I did ask your permission before I fired with you in that melee.” Emma removed several Fuel tokens from her stack. “I’m casting Thermal Lance through my mega-catalyst at full power.”

“Roll to hit.”

Emma dropped her D20 into a dice tray and began to speak when a phone rang. The sound was muffled, and the ringtone as generic as they came. Everyone looked around.

“Okay,” Sammy said, “who forgot to put their phone on silent?”

“That would be me.” Ixia fished through a black pull string bag at her feet. The phone rang again as she pulled it out. “It’s one of my burner phones.” She flipped it open and held it to her ear. “Yes? Yes, this is Ixia. Is that you, Mr. Rose?”

Ixia and Emma’s eyes met, and Clarke leaned forward, an eerie sense of foreboding filling him.

“Yes, Mr. Rose, she’s right here.” Ixia handed the phone over to Emma.

“Yeah, Dad?” Emma’s eyes grew distant, and her lower lip trembled. “Are you sure? But … I see. Yes. Yes, of course.” She glanced around the table, her worried eyes landing on Clarke’s. “I’m right here, safe and sound with the others. I’ll let them know. Okay. Please, be careful out there. Love you.”

She clapped the phone shut and gave it back to Ixia.

“What’s going on?” the witch asked, her voice wavering with a hint of worry. “Has something happened to your parents?”

“No. Not yet, at least.” Emma swallowed and regarded the others. All eyes were on her. “My parents are looking into some new arrivals. They should be able to tell us more soon, but the short version is Chester Creek is no longer vampire free.”

“How many this time?” Clarke asked, recalling what he knew about how the Academy of Silence might respond to their recent losses. “Are we dealing with a lone enemy or a team of three this time?”

“Neither.” Emma took a slow, shuddering breath. “We’re up against twelve.”
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Clarke convened a Broken Fang meeting in the dining hall less than an hour later. News of the vampiric arrivals had spread rapidly, and his wives had used the intervening time to collect updates from their allies.

“Good, we’re all here.” He sat down at the head of the table. “What do we know so far?”

“Not much, I’m afraid,” Emma began, “and none of it’s good. My parents have strong reasons to believe twelve vampires are either in Chester Creek right now or will be soon, all of them from the Academy of Silence.”

“Deviant hunters,” Clarke grated.

“Undoubtedly. If they’re right, then we’re up against an overwhelming force of ancient purebloods trained and equipped to kill people like us.” Emma swallowed nervously. “People like you.”

“Let’s take this one step at a time. You said they ‘believe’ we’re up against twelve. Why is that?”

“That’s conjecture on their part based on information they’ve received from other demihumans. It’s possible they’re wrong, but I don’t think so.”

“How many vampires have actually been spotted?”

“One.”

Clarke raised an eyebrow. “Only one.”

Emma nodded and slid her phone forward. It displayed a photo of a tall, handsome man in a black frock coat and top hat.

“Check out this chump!” Sammy snorted. “He looks like he took a wrong turn on his way to the Bridgerton set.”

“His name is Baxter Redpeak⁠—”

Sammy snorted again, and Emma gave her a cross look.

“Lord Baxter Redpeak,” the succubus said. “A high-ranking official within the Academy of Silence, and one of the few of its members the mage clans have any information on.”

“My mom helped out there.” Ixia sat forward. Her sisters stood watch outside the hall. “She got in touch with the Weeping Stone wizards, and their loremaster filled us in on this Lord Baxter fellow. He’s bad news in just about every way you can imagine.”

“How bad can he be, really?” Sammy asked dismissively. “For a vampire, he’s not very good at hiding. I mean, just look at the guy!”

“He’s not hiding because he doesn’t need to,” Ixia replied sharply. “He’s the leader of Knightfall.”

“Oh.” Sammy’s demeanor sobered instantly. She gave Clarke an apologetic look. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to make light of … you know.”

“It’s all right.” Clarke’s eyes narrowed as he studied his parents’ murderer, heated emotions simmering beneath the surface. “We were bound to run into him eventually. I take it we’re under the assumption the rest of Knightfall is here, too?”

“Or on their way,” Emma said. “And given that we know Knightfall consists of twelve members—information we have both from Ashley and the Weeping Stones—then it’s reasonable to conclude that’s the size of the force we’re up against.” She held up her phone. “My dad sent this picture around so we could ID him faster, but other than that everyone’s been sticking to burner phones as a safety precaution.”

“And we should keep to that policy,” Ixia warned. “With a team as dangerous as Knightfall now in the city, we should assume calls in and around the city will be monitored magically. Burner phones should be fine; I’ve already distributed part of my stock to our allies weeks ago. Our lines of communication are as secure as they’re going to be, given the circumstances.”

“I guess that’s the best we can hope for.” Clarke took a deep breath. “Knightfall. Belphegor’s elite killers, and one of the reasons blood knights are nearly extinct. Let’s be clear about one thing: for all our victories up to this point, we’ve never faced anything like this. We cannot underestimate them.”

“We won’t,” Ashley said. “And there’s some good news mixed in with the bad, fleeting though it may be. Alant, Hatchett, and Sarkany are all dead, and the trail they were following is, if not exactly cold, then at least not obvious either. Yes, there’s been a lot of evidence of our activities spread around town, but the majority of that has been cleaned up. Redpeak and his hunters will need time to investigate recent events and put the pieces together.”

“But they will succeed,” Ixia pointed out. “And maybe sooner than you realize, Ash. The biggest issue I see is with the demihumans on Chester Creek’s police force. Yes, we’ve paid for their silence, but a force like Knightfall can bring a lot of pressure to bear. How long until one of them cracks and starts squealing to save their skin? Or that of their family? Knightfall will be ruthless in the pursuit of their goals, which means the clock is ticking, and the time left to us may be short.”

“Then we’d best prepare,” Clarke turned to Brooke. “What of the Hawthorne and Sandoval packs?”

“Both are ready—perhaps even eager—to help. For now, Mason Sandoval and my dad are coordinating both packs to keep tabs on Redpeak and to search for signs of the other vampires.”

“Those two playing nice together?”

“They are. Nothing to worry about there.”

“Good. Ixia, what about the Ashen Flowers?”

“We’ve started a rotation of Scrying spells to sweep through Chester Creek. Nothing strong enough to trace back to us, but it should help us keep eyes on Redpeak and hopefully find the rest of Knightfall.”

“But won’t they simply Ward any buildings they’re using?” Sammy asked.

“Probably,” Ixia admitted, “but a Ward in an unusual place is information in and of itself. Our efforts won’t be wasted, and every scrap of information we collect will help us build a more complete picture of what’s happening.”

“Sounds good,” Clarke said. “Keep at it. For now, I want everyone to keep their heads down. Don’t provoke the d-hunters into open conflict. We need to choose the time and place we hit them carefully.” He pointed at Brooke. “Make sure the packs understand this. I don’t want any of our werewolf allies getting too aggressive.”

“Will do.”

“Emma, contact your parents. The city’s no longer safe for them. Advise them to get out as soon as possible.”

“I will.” She gave him a halfhearted smile. “And I’m pretty sure they’ll be very receptive to your suggestion. In fact, they might have already packed for an extended ‘vacation.’”

“They’ve been a tremendous help to us these past several months, but they’ll be the first to admit they’re not fighters. I want them somewhere safe, not only for their sake but for ours.”

“So that Knightfall can’t use them to pressure us?”

“Exactly. And speaking of pressure”—he turned back to Ixia—“see if Hepatica can’t exercise a bit of extra persuasion aimed at the CCPD’s demihumans. It might be time for some of them to burn their vacation time and skip town, too.”

“Gotcha. I’ll check with Mom and see what she can do.”

“Thanks. That should just about cover our reactions to the vampires.” He faced Ashley. “Now, let’s talk about what we’re going to do to them.”
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“Which covers all my efforts within Aureum Arcem,” Ashley concluded.

“Then it’s really just the Portal of Gold,” Sammy said.

“Unfortunately so. At least for the next decade.”

“Well. Pfft!” Sammy shrugged her arms. “What’s a decade or two between friends?”

“We work with what we have,” Clarke said. “The Portal of Gold still grants us a massive advantage in mobility. It also means we can remain ‘holed up’ in this mansion and still strike where and when we choose. Plus, if the vampires do find us and the situation becomes desperate, we can retreat to Ashley’s citadel.”

“It’s nice having options,” Brooke noted.

“Then is the Throne’s location the only piece we’re missing?” Emma asked. “Between the Portal and our werewolf allies, it seems we have the means and the power to strike and strike hard.”

“Not quite,” Ashley replied. “Yes, we can proceed as you’ve outlined, but there’s one more advantage we could acquire before committing to what could very well be our only chance to take out the Throne.”

“Ooh!” Sammy’s eyes gleamed bright blue. “A side quest before the point of no return? I’m all in.”

Ashley frowned. “I’m being serious here.”

“So am I. I’m just framing the situation in familiar terms.”

“As a video game?”

“It helps,” Brooke said, nodding. “It really does.”

“Makes sense to me, too,” Ixia said. “Best to clear out any side business before we commit.”

“Yeah, am I right?” Sammy smiled broadly. “Got to get all that side content out of the way first. All ship upgrades purchased and loyalty missions completed before we launch the suicide mission! Got to make sure our team has achieved topness of form.”

“That’s not a real word,” Emma teased.

“It is in my mind,” Sammy snarked back.

“‘Suicide mission’?” Ashley’s frown deepened.

“‘Ship upgrades’?” Ixia took on a thoughtful look then snapped her fingers. “Mass Effect 2?”

“You got it!” Sammy beamed at the witch. “The absolute pinnacle of the series!”

“Can’t argue with you there. I enjoyed the third game, but that ending …” Ixia shook her head.

“Ladies,” Clarke said, “let’s stay focused. Ashley, what’s this, uh, optional objective you’re considering?”

“I refer to none other than the Prime Grimoire, the spell book created by Belphegor herself.”

“Oh, wow.” Ixia’s eyes widened. “A devil’s grimoire? No witch worth her pointy hat would pass up a chance to read that beauty!”

“Just imagine what we could learn from it,” Emma agreed.

“Indeed,” Ashley continued, “though acquiring it has a practical purpose. If we’re to free humanity from the control spells clouding their minds, to do so in the cleanest way possible, we will need to craft and cast a sufficiently powerful counterspell. The Throne of Shadows represents the means to the power we need, and the Prime Grimoire the finesse to cast the best spell for the job. Any spell Belphegor or her minions have cast through the Throne will likely be detailed within her grimoire to an exacting degree. Additionally, we’re not dealing with a single control spell, but layers upon layers of magic that humanity has been subjected to for centuries. We want our counterspell to wipe away all of that, and the knowledge contained within the Prime Grimoire will help us achieve that goal.”

“A tome of that importance isn’t going to be lying around for anyone to grab,” Clarke said. “It’ll be hidden. And guarded.”

“Undoubtedly.”

“Do you know where it is?”

“No,” Ashley admitted, “but like the Throne’s location, I believe I know how to learn its location. I have confirmed that one of my allies from twenty years ago—one who I trust implicitly—is still alive. She was leading our efforts to locate both the Throne and the Prime Grimoire, and she may have succeeded sometime over the past twenty years.”

“Have you contacted her?” Clarke asked.

“Not yet, and I’m hesitant to use technological means. I suspect she’s being watched by the Big Tech vampires, so any call, even with Ixia’s burner phone collections, represents a risk. More to her than to us.”

“Then why don’t we use the Portal to pay her a visit?” Clarke asked, and Ashley’s halo brightened.

“I see you’re one step ahead of me. Yes, that’s precisely what I was about to suggest.”

“Who is this ally and where does she live?”

“Her name is Veronica Stroe. She currently lives in Buşteni, a small mountain town in central Romania.”

“Wow, that’s quite the hike from here,” Sammy commented.

“Indeed,” Ashley replied dryly. “Clarke, I recommend we set the Portal’s exit to a secluded part of the mountains and then trek down to the city from there. Be sure to bundle up, though. It’ll be quite cold.”

“Understood.”

“When do we leave?” Brooke asked.

“Yes, about that …” Ashley regarded the others. “Only Clarke and I should meet with her.”

“Why just the two of you?” Brooke’s ears flattened partially. “If there’s any danger, we should all go. Safety in numbers.”

“Is Veronica a potential threat?” Emma asked.

“No more than any powerful mage or demihuman.”

“Then why just the two of you?”

“I need to go because Veronica will recognize me, and Clarke’s nature as a blood knight will make the purpose of our visit immediately clear to her. Anyone else tagging along could potentially complicate matters.”

“I don’t like it.” Brooke squirmed in her seat. “What if there’s trouble? You said yourself the Big Tech vampires might be watching her. Shouldn’t we go as a team?”

“Sorry, but no, you shouldn’t,” Ashley replied.

“Why not?” Brooke clapped Sammy on the shoulder. “There isn’t much that can stand up to all of us when we work together.”

“Not even a dragon,” Sammy agreed.

“Sorry, I suppose it’s my own fault for not being clear.” Ashley seemed to gather her thoughts. “I’m suggesting only Clarke and I go not because of any danger to us, but to Veronica.”

“From the vampires?”

“No. From Broken Fang.”

Frowns and confused looks spread across the table. All eyes turned to Ashley. The celestial took a deep breath before continuing.

“You see, Veronica Stroe is a vampire.”


Five


Clarke stepped through the shimmering portal and emerged within a dark recess inside the stone walls of a mountain. He followed Ashley out into the open, where a harsh wind blasted him in the face. The air cut through his thickest coat, and he shivered, chilled to the bones. He zipped the coat up to his throat, flipped the collar to shield his neck, and tugged his knitted cap down. He trudged through ankle-high snow to stand beside Ashley, hugging his chest with both arms.

“It’s fucking cold!”

“I did warn you,” Ashley replied matter-of-factly, unbothered by the biting wind. She wore a creamy fleece coat and matching earmuffs. Her blonde hair danced in the wind.

Clarke cast Warmth. He grabbed the pair of gloves out of his coat pockets and pulled them on.

“How far to Veronica’s house?”

“About two miles from here.” The angel pointed down the mountain’s slope, past a thick evergreen forest to a quaint town nestled in the foothills. Romania was seven hours ahead of Chester Creek, and night had fallen. The city lights of Busteni glittered like jewels below, sprawled over the natural rise and fall of the landscape.

“Lead the way.”
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Ashley cut a winding path down the mountainside and through the forest. Pine trees shielded them from the worst of the wind, and his Warmth spell filled his chest with heated comfort that spilled into his limbs. They cleared the forest near a modest two-story home with pristine white walls and a dark red roof.

Clarke couldn’t help but compare the coloration of the latter to blood, and the stench of vampiric magic didn’t help matters one bit. The barred windows added to the unwelcoming nature, and he tasted magical echoes of iron and dried blood with each inhale. His body tensed reflexively. He wondered if he should cast Sanguine Shield, but Ashley must have sensed his unease and placed a hand on his shoulder.

“It’ll be all right. Veronica is not only an ally, but a friend. You can trust her.”

“I hear what you’re saying, but every vampire I’ve met has tried to kill me.”

“I understand that, but she won’t. You have my word.”

Clarke met Ashley’s eyes, saw the absolute conviction in them. He felt some of his tension ease, if only by the smallest of fractions. He didn’t know what could lead a vampire to aid the angel, but Ashley had all her memories now as well as the fresh experience of Sarkany’s betrayal. If she said Veronica Stroe could be trusted, then vampire or no, Clarke would trust her, despite how every fiber of his being yearned to do the opposite.

“Your word is more than good enough for me,” he said at last, and the angel smiled tenderly.

“Thank you, Clarke. You see now why I thought it best to leave the others behind. Emma would have kept a level head, but Brooke and Sammy have been through a lot at the hands of vampires and their servants. Best to leave any potential misunderstandings at home. At least for this initial greeting.”

“Especially since she’s not expecting us.”

His wives had all argued against the two of them making this trip on their own, but they ultimately accepted his decision. In Broken Fang matters, they trusted him more than enough to follow his orders, even if they didn’t always agree with them. That was one of the many reasons why he loved them so much, and why he strove to always honor their trust by making the best decisions he could.

“This place is heavily Warded,” Clarke said, probing the house with his magical senses. “I’m detecting at least one big familiar inside, too. Maybe a hellhound.”

“Ah, yes.” Ashley wore an amused expression. “Vlad must be in there.”

“Vlad?”

“Her pet hellhound.”

“Her pet?”

“You’ll like him. He’s a big softy.”

Clarke shook his head in disbelief.

“I’m surprised you were able to pick him out.” Ashley glanced his way. “Your skill at recognizing different magics has grown immensely in so short a time, especially with vampiric spells. Remember when you struggled to detect a simple cast of Illuminate only a few yards away?”

“I do, but can we get back to this pet hellhound business?”

“We can, but why so concerned?”

“Because the last one I met tried to bite my face off.”

“This one won’t. The worst he’ll do is slobber on you.” She bobbed her head toward the house. “Shall we?”

“Might as well.”

He followed Ashley around to the front door, and she pressed the buzzer. The sharp surge of a magical alert shot through the house, and Clarke fought an impulse to react. A huge beast barked, scrambling excitedly through the house until it practically slammed against the door, claws scrabbling against the inside. Clarke involuntarily flinched back.

His enhanced hearing picked out a procession of quiet footfalls. A presence drenched magically in the taste of iron and stench of blood approached the door, and someone peered at them through the peephole.

“Cine este acolo?” The woman’s voice carried a harsh, demanding edge.

“Hello, Veronica,” Ashley replied. “It’s been a while.”

“Sandy?!”

Ashley gestured upward with one hand, and her halo appeared for a brief, golden moment.

The unseen woman gasped, and the beast beside her barked, excited.

“Vlad! Poartă-te!” the woman snapped, and the beast whined. She unlocked a trio of bolts and cracked the door open, still secured by two chain guards. A face peeked through the gap.

Veronica Stroe possessed dark, piercing eyes made fiercer by her birdwing eyebrows. A cascade of brunette hair framed the rich, olive skin of her angular, youthful face. Her gaze darted between Ashley and Clarke, widening with astonishment. Behind her, a massive shape pawed at her leg and barked.

“Vlad! Seriously!” Veronica scolded, switching to mildly accented English with ease. “Behave yourself!”

She spun to face the hellhound, and Clarke caught sight of the obsidian sword in her hand. His jaw tightened, and his fight-or-flight instincts spiked his system with adrenaline. He took a calming breath and remained still.

“It’s good to see you, Veronica,” Ashley said pleasantly. “May we come in?”

“Yes, uh. Sure.” Veronica struggled to push the beast back from the door. “Just a moment. Vlad! Stop this at once! We have guests!”

The beast whined and backed away.

“There’s a good dog. Now stay. Stay.” Veronica let out an exasperated sigh. She shut the door, slid the two chain guards off, and swung it open.

The vampire appeared to be in her mid-twenties, but the surety with which she carried herself gave the impression she was much, much older than that. Her figure was tall and voluptuous, clad in an elegant dark blue dress that showcased her bountiful breasts. Her eyes were sharp, yet conveyed a strange weariness at the same time, as if burdened in some way.

Clarke found his eyes drawn to the vampiric sword at her side. She must have noticed, because snaps of green lightning flashed between her fingers, and the weapon vanished into a shower of motes.

“Sorry,” Veronica apologized. “Can’t be too careful these days.”

“I know the feeling,” Clarke replied, not sure what else to say to a vampire.

She turned to Ashley. “It’s so good to see you again. Please come in. Both of you.”

“Thank y⁠—”

A massive, dark shape barreled past Veronica and rushed Ashley. The hellhound resembled an unnaturally large and muscular Doberman, covered in a shiny coat of short, black fur. Its eyes were twin green pinpricks within deep, dark sockets.

The beast tackled Ashley, and they both hit the ground hard, hellhound on top.

Clarke snapped out his wrist without a moment’s hesitation, igniting his thirstblade in a flash of red. He raised it, but then hesitated when he heard Ashley’s laughter.

The hellhound was … licking her face?

“Yes, Vlad.” Ashley pushed the beast’s muzzle away with a cheerful smile. “I’ve missed you, too.”
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“Sorry about that.” Veronica seated herself at the kitchen table. “And thank you for not killing my dog.”

“Don’t mention it,” Clarke replied dryly, pulling out a chair opposite the vampire. He and Ashley sat down, his eyes drawn to the hellhound. The hulking beast rested on its haunches nearby, eyes glowing, tongue lolling, tail wagging happily. It gave him a cheerful bark.

“He’s a sweetheart, really,” Veronica said.

“Right …”

“I’m sure Sandy’s filled you in ahead of time, but I might as well introduce myself properly. I’m Veronica Stroe.”

“Ashley’s vampiric ally.”

“Ashley?” Veronica glanced to the angel.

“It’s what I go by now,” Ashley replied.

“I see. Was ‘Sandy’ a bit too on-the-nose? Too close to your true name?”

“No, nothing like that. You can call me Sandy or Sandalphon if you prefer, but most people these days address me as Ashley.”

“Got it. Then I might as well get used to calling you that.” Veronica turned back to Clarke. “And yes, I’m the vampire who’s been lending her a helping hand. And you are?”

“J.B. Clarke. Just Clarke for short.”

“Clarke is a blood knight,” Ashley explained, “as you witnessed outside, but he’s more than that. The new team is called Broken Fang, and Clarke is its leader.”

“Is that so?” Veronica appraised him more carefully. “Well, where else does a blood knight belong than at the tip of the spear? Nice to meet you, Clarke. Would you care for anything to eat? I was just sitting down for dinner when you two came knocking.” She gestured at a plate of cabbage rolls and sliced marbled bread. “I have some more sarmale in the fridge I could heat up, and there’s plenty of cozonac on the counter. I baked the loaf fresh today.”

“Umm.” Clarke eyed the plate suspiciously. The cabbage rolls were glazed in a red sauce, but it seemed to be tomato-based. Nothing from her dinner used blood or human flesh as ingredients as far as he could tell.

“I wouldn’t say no to a slice of cozonac,” Ashley said. “I always did like your sweet bread recipes.”

“Coming right up.”

Veronica rose and crossed the modest kitchen. She cut a slice from the loaf on the counter, plated it, and returned.

“Thank you.” Ashley picked up the marbled slice of bread and took a dainty bite.

“And for you, Clarke?”

“Nothing to eat. Thanks, though.”

“Maybe something to drink, then?”

Clarke’s expression soured. “No thanks. I’ll pass.”

“You sure?”

“I doubt our tastes in beverages align.”

Veronica regarded him for a moment, then let out a soft chuckle.

“Something funny?”

“Clarke, let me put any concerns of yours to rest. Yes, some of the beverages in my fridge include blood—I need at least a little to restore my spent mana—but my supplier is a local butcher. It’s animal blood, mostly from cows and chickens. My drinking habit is no more sinister than when you enjoy a nice, juicy burger.”

“I see.” Clarke glanced to Ashley, who gave him a slow, certain nod.

“Veronica hasn’t drained a human in over a hundred years.”

“Hasn’t ‘drained’ one?” Clarke asked, catching the unusual choice of words.

“I do enjoy the rare glass.” Veronica held up her hands. “But only if it’s willingly given to me. It’s been about twenty years since I had any, and I can remember that last glass perfectly. A warlock named Arthur Helsing gave me some of his after a particularly grueling mission of ours. His blood was”—the vampire shuddered rapturously—“something else.”

“Arthur Helsing?” Clarke asked. “You knew my father?”

“Your …” Veronica regarded his face more carefully. “Oh, now I see the resemblance. God, I must be going blind! So you really are Arthur and Helen’s kid?”

“That I am.”

“My oh my.” Veronica bit her lower lip as she looked him over. Quite thoroughly. Her gaze was … hungry and full of desire? She shook herself and flashed a quick smile. “Arthur may be dead, but his kid is alive. This calls for a celebratory drink. I should have all the ingredients for some Family Jewels. Care for a glass, Clarke?”

His eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

“The Lorecraft Family Jewels.” She rose and opened a cabinet full of bottles. “It’s a drink Ashley and I came across while scoping out locations for the seals. We passed on that dimension, a planet called Haven. Too many locals with too much magical knowhow. If one of them found the seal, they might have been able to figure it out. Especially that crotchety engineer. He was dangerously smart. You remember who I’m talking about, Ashley?”

“I do.” The angel turned to Clarke. “The two of us did a fair bit of extraplanar traveling twenty years ago while building up the Portal’s defenses. Veronica helped a great deal with the Green Seal.”

“The one with the giant skeletal monster protecting it?” Clarke asked.

“That’s the one!” Veronica declared with an air of pride. “I fashioned one of the local monsters—a nasty creature called a Xession—into the perfect undead guardian!”

She tilted her chin up with a smile, but her poise faltered when she became aware of his uncomfortable expression.

“You didn’t have to fight it, did you?” Veronica asked him.

“We did.”

“But what about the disarming spell? Ashley, didn’t you tell him about it?”

“I didn’t. And before you ask why, know that I was injured at the time, both physically and mentally.”

“You?” Veronica goggled at her. “Injured?”

“Thanks to one of Belphegor’s spells.”

“Ah. That makes sense.” Veronica began mixing her drink. “The Family Jewels consists of sparkling cucumber water, coconut rum, and coconut-infused white balsamic vinegar. Served with ice and stirred, never shaken. Otherwise, it goes flat.”

“That certainly sounds like … a drink,” Clarke replied.

“It’s one of my favorites.” She finished mixing the drink, poured two glasses, and returned to the table. “Here you go.”

Clarke frowned at the fizzing, clear beverage. He picked it up and took a small, experimental sip. The concoction was surprisingly pleasant. Tart but with a mildly sweet aftertaste.

“Not bad.” He set the glass down.

“To Arthur and Helen.” Veronica raised her drink.

“To my parents.” Clarke clinked glasses with the vampire and took another sip.

Veronica drained a third of her glass and set it down with a sigh.

“Well, Ashley, I know you didn’t come here just to reminisce about the old days. What can this former, recovering d-hunter do for you?”

“You were a deviant hunter?” Clarke asked.

“Once. Long ago. But those days might as well belong to someone else. I don’t recognize that woman anymore. Yes, I served the Academy of Silence. Killed for them when asked to, and did so for more years than I care to admit. But Ashley here …” She nodded to the angel. “She opened my eyes.”

“In fairness to her,” Ashley began, “Veronica had already begun to have doubts. I merely helped her come to terms with them.”

The vampire snorted. “You’re being too generous. I know who I was back then, and what I did. There isn’t a good deed grand enough to wash away my sins.”

“If I’m too generous, then you’re being far too modest.” Ashley sat back with a knowing smile. “Clarke, you’ve just met one of the founding members of a small group of vampiric dissenters: the Vampires Against Persecution and Indiscriminate Destruction.”

“The Vampires Against …” His brow creased. “Wait a second. This group is called VAPID?”

“One of our American members picked the name,” Veronica explained. “It was supposed to make us sound harmless.”

“Did that work?”

“Not really. VAPID agents have suffered terribly high mortality rates, especially in the past two decades. The group is a shell of what it used to be.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Ashley’s halo dimmed. “You and your colleagues have my sympathy.”

“Thank you.” Veronica glanced from her to Clarke and back. “You’re ready, then? Ready for the big one? That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

“As ready as we can be,” Ashley replied. “Clarke has built a truly formidable team, one his parents would be proud of.”

“Then all you’re missing is the location?”

“Do you know where it is?”

“I do, but you’re not going to like it.” Veronica flashed a crooked smile. “The Throne is located in a bunker beneath Homey Airport, near Groom Lake.”

“Homey Airport …” Clarke thought for a moment. “Wait a second. That’s Area 51!”

“Both smart and handsome.” Veronica shot him another one of those hungry looks. “You truly are your father’s son. And yes, you’re absolutely right. Any force assaulting that location will first have to contend with the United States Armed Forces stationed there.”

“Do they know what they’re guarding?” Clarke asked. “What they’re truly guarding?”

“I doubt it. Despite all the fanciful legends surrounding the place, the truth is rather mundane. It’s an airstrip for testing the U.S. military’s latest toys, nothing more remarkable.”

“Except for the vampiric superweapon.”

“Yes, well. There is that. According to my information, the bunker is officially called the Fortress of Sloth. It was completed about forty-five years ago, and the Throne relocated shortly thereafter. The entire complex acts as Belphegor’s seat of power. In a rather literal sense, when you think about it.”

“Then it’s fortunate we have the Portal of Gold,” Clarke said.

“It’s operational again?” Veronica gave Ashley a questioning glance, and the angel nodded.

“We can use it to bypass the outer defenses,” Clarke added.

“You’d think.” Veronica tapped an urgent finger against her glass.

“That won’t work?”

“Oh, you can skip all the surface defenses, no question there. The problem is the bunker’s Wards are so powerful your insides will liquefy before you take your second step. No one enters without Belphegor’s permission.”

“Then we need a means of deactivating or defeating those Wards.”

“Right you are, Clarke.”

“Any thoughts on how we might achieve that?”

“A few options, none of them good. The most conventional way to counter the Wards would be with a combination of proximity, time, and talent. Studying the Wards while safely outside the perimeter will eventually lead us to suitable counters.”

“The military presence seems to disqualify that option.”

“No kidding. Getting close will be difficult on its own, even with the best Invisibility or Concealment spells, and the longer we’re inside Area 51, the greater our chance of discovery, both from technological and magical means. The surface is rife with Wards as well. These aren’t the melt-your-face-off kind, but they still form a formidable early warning network.”

“Any other ideas, then?” Clarke asked.

“Scrying is an option. That could help us solve the ‘proximity’ angle, but the Scrying spells would have to be damned powerful.”

“Powerful enough for Belphegor to detect the intrusion?”

“Undoubtedly. And since we’d be knocking at the devil’s own door, we can expect a quick reprisal. Perhaps even an attack generated from the Throne itself.”

“Both of those options seem pretty terrible,” Clarke admitted. “Anything else?”

“One, but it’s a long shot.” Veronica leaned in meaningfully and lowered her voice. “We could swipe the Prime Grimoire.” She noted the recognition in Clarke’s eyes, then continued. “If we had access to Belphegor’s own spell book, there’d be no need to study the Wards. We’d have access to the original spells, and from those we could figure out a way to waltz right in.”

“Funny you should mention the Prime Grimoire.” Ashley’s eyes twinkled and her halo brightened. “Were you able to locate it as well?”

“Not with as much certainty as the Throne, I’m afraid. We’ve come across indications it’s kept in a vault at the Academy of Silence, but we don’t know where that is either. We used to, but the Academy was relocated about three years ago, and our depleted spy network has been unable to pinpoint the new location.”

“I see.” Ashley sat back, her expression and halo darkening in unison.

“I’m sorry. We tried.”

“I’m sure you did, Veronica, and I’m grateful for your efforts and sacrifices while I’ve been away. But now it seems acquiring the Prime Grimoire is of even greater importance than I originally thought. I’d considered it merely a means to increase our odds of success. But now it seems we have no choice but to locate it.”

“Do you have any leads on the Academy’s location?” Clarke asked. “Any possibilities we might assist you in chasing down?”

“A handful, but even those may be false trails.” Veronica let out a weary exhale. “The d-hunters have been brutally thorough in their efforts to keep the new location secret. The last time a VAPID agent scouted a potential location, he was killed almost immediately.”

“A trap?” Clarke asked, and Veronica replied with a sad nod.

“A trap. That’s why we’ve been hesitant to go after the rest.”

The three of them sat in relative silence. Veronica drained her glass and rose.

“I need another drink. You want another, Clarke?”

“No, thanks.” He raised his glass. “Still nursing this one.”

“Right.” Veronica crossed to the kitchen counter and mixed another round of the Lorecraft Family Jewels. She sat down and took a sip.

Clarke folded his arms and sat in quiet contemplation. He wasn’t sure how to best approach the situation. Sending Broken Fang after the remaining locations was an option, though charging headfirst into traps set by the Academy’s hunters sounded like a good way to commit suicide-by-vampire, never mind the risk such operations would pose to his wives.

But what other avenues existed? They needed the Prime Grimoire, and in order to find that, they needed to know where the Academy was. How could they possibly pinpoint its location without⁠—

Clarke snapped his fingers, and the two women faced him. He looked up, a crooked smile forming.

“There’s another way to find the Academy, and one we’re well-positioned to execute given the new arrivals back home.” His smile grew. “We could ask a d-hunter where it is.”

“‘Ask’?” Veronica chuckled.

“Very, very politely,” he added, his words drenched in sarcasm. “Veronica, are you familiar with the city of Chester Creek?”

“Somewhat. I haven’t been there since I helped Ashley with the Portal’s defenses, so my knowledge of the place is out of date. Why do you ask?”

“The city has experienced a recurring d-hunter problem as of late. We eliminated the last two, and it seems the Academy has taken offense to this. They’ve dispatched a sizable team of elite hunters to snoop around for us.”

“Knightfall,” Ashley clarified, and Veronica’s eyes widened.

“Lord Redpeak,” the vampire breathed with equal parts awe and dread.

“My point is there are people in town with the knowledge we seek,” Clarke said. “We only need to figure out a way to … liberate that information.”

His smile turned cruel as he waited for their response.

“A bold plan,” Veronica said at last. “But Lord Redpeak is no ordinary hunter. Your mother was an exceptional blood knight. Perhaps one of the greatest of my lifetime, but Redpeak killed her and made it look easy. Do not underestimate him.”

“I won’t.” Clarke’s voice was like ice. “Let me assure you of that. He’s the monster who murdered my parents, but he and the rest of Knightfall are a means to an end. And if this is our best path forward to success—to a world free of Belphegor’s tyranny—then I will gladly walk it.”

“I believe you.” Veronica nodded solemnly. “You’re an interesting man, Clarke. I can already see that. I served the Academy for many years, and though I deeply regret the crimes I committed in their name, I also developed a number of talents that have served me well on my path to redemption. The eyes are windows to the soul, as the saying goes, and yours tell me a great deal. There’s fear in your eyes, as there should be, but also resolve and an iron will to see your journey through. Fear is a natural part of being mortal. It’s how we face those fears that set us apart, that separate the boys from the men. And you are most definitely the latter.”

The vampire raised her glass and drained it.

“Hunting a hunter is no small task, and that goes double for the vampires who’ve been invited into Knightfall. But the road to success is often littered with great challenges, and it’s up to us to rise and meet them.” She met his gaze levelly. “As a vampire, and as a former d-hunter, my services are at your disposal. My combat skills may not be as sharp as they once were, but I was trained by the Academy of Silence. I know how their hunters work. I know how they think, how they operate. I understand their strengths and weaknesses.”

Veronica stood and extended a hand.

“I offer you all the aid that is mine to give. Think you can put up with working alongside a reformed vampire?” She cracked a sly smile. “Eh, blood knight?”

He tasted her sincerity through his Empathy and rose to clasp her hand firmly.

“I do,” he replied gratefully. “And thank you, Veronica. I’ll take all the help I can get.”


Six


Ashley and Clarke left Veronica’s home and trekked back up the mountainside to the cave with the Portal of Gold. They returned to Aureum Arcem, relocated the Portal’s exit to Veronica’s house, and passed through it.

“I’m ready,” the vampire said, extending the handle on her rolling luggage. “But I forgot to ask before you left. Can Vlad tag along, too?”

“Uh.” Clarke gave the huge, demonic dog a wary look. It sat beside the vampire, panting happily, eyes burning with corpse fire.

“I see no problems with this request,” Ashley said, “but the decision isn’t mine. Clarke?”

“Will he behave himself?” he asked.

“More or less,” Veronica replied.

Clarke gave her a doubtful look.

“Yes, Vlad can be a bit rambunctious at times,” the vampire said, “but he’s been my faithful companion for decades and is a fierce protector when the need arises. I can’t guarantee he’ll always be on his best behavior, but you have my word I’ll keep him on a short leash.”

“I don’t see any leash at all.”

“I was speaking metaphorically. Vlad and leashes don’t mix. He just chews through them.”

“Have you tried a chain?”

“He chews through those, too.”

“Hmm.”

“Is that a problem?” Veronica’s face creased with worry.

“It’s not so much the hellhound as it’s you and him together,” Clarke explained. “I’m sure there’ll be some tension when we get back to the mansion. The wives weren’t exactly fans of Ashley and me coming here without backup, and now we’re welcoming a vampire into our home. Your demon dog is just another complication.”

“I understand your concern, but let me ease it a hair by saying these won’t be the first people I’ve needed to convince of my sincerity. To be honest, I’m surprised you haven’t interrogated me more thoroughly.”

“I learned Empathy from one of my wives and have enough skill with it to sense when most people are lying, as long as they don’t have strong magical resistances.”

“I see.” Veronica nodded knowingly. “Gained through Power Graft with a succubus?”

“That’s right.”

“Impressive.” Her eyes drank him in even more greedily than before. “That’s a tricky skill to absorb, even for an accomplished blood knight, and I doubt it’s the only one. You must be quite powerful by now.”

“That he is,” Ashley said with a hint of pride. “Clarke’s four wives have granted him a great deal of power.”

“I don’t doubt that for a moment.” Veronica gazed upon him almost wantonly then bit her lower lip.

Clarke cleared his throat. “We were talking about your hellhound?”

“What?” Veronica shook herself. “Sorry. I got distracted.”

“Vlad can come along. Just be ready for a frosty reception,” he warned. “For the both of you.”
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Veronica’s introduction to the rest of Broken Fang proved icier than Clarke had expected. Neither his wives nor Ixia’s sisters knew how to react to the presence of a vampire. Even letting her on the mansion grounds had been contentious.

Powerful Wards represented the site’s primary defense against the arcane, and the first thing Ashley had asked Ixia to help her with was carving out a magical exception for Veronica and her hellhound. The oppressive auras had made the vampire visibly uncomfortable, and her hellhound had hunkered down on the floor, moaning pitifully.

“No,” had been Ixia’s blunt response, much to Clarke’s dismay, though he could understand why. Linda Sarkany’s betrayal—and how wrong Ashley had been about the dragon—remained fresh in everyone’s minds, and now she was asking everyone to accept a vampire into their midst.

A vampire.

Reformed d-hunter or not, that was a leap too far so soon after they’d faced the duplicitous dragon. Dahlia and Hyacinth backed up her sister’s position, not with words but through their presence: both had retired their gothic clothes for rugged outfits and vests clad in protective runes, weaponry in hand. All their clothing was black, of course; these were the Greys, after all, but they appeared ready for the onset of a global apocalypse rather than a house guest.

“Please be reasonable, Ixia,” Ashley said, her tone calm. “Can’t you see how uncomfortable the Wards make her?”

“That’s kind of the point.” The witch gave Veronica a stern look. “No offense, vampire, but I don’t know you. None of us do except for Ashley, and we’ve seen how wrong she can be.”

“Yes, she told me about Linda.” Veronica’s voice carried an edge of strain, and she winced as she struggled to stand straight against the harsh power of the mansion’s Wards. “What would you have me do?”

“It’s simple,” Ixia replied. “If you want our trust, you’ll need to earn it. You have a problem with that?”

“Of course not. I’d do nothing less, were I in your shoes.”

“Good. I’m glad we have an understanding.” Ixia glanced around. “How about the rest of you?”

“I for one welcome our new bloodsucking overlord,” Sammy snarked.

Clarke shot her a disapproving eye.

“What?” The slime girl shrugged. “I said I welcome her.”

“It’s more the tone you used than what you said.”

“Oh, well if we’re talking about tone …” She clapped Brooke on the shoulder. “What do you make of all this?”

“I’m not sure yet,” the wolf girl replied softly, her ears partially folded back, eyes locked on the vampire.

“A dash of caution is fine,” Emma said, “but you can have too much of a good thing.”

“Says the wife who’d suck Clarke dry every morning if we let her,” Sammy quipped.

“You know what I mean.”

“Fine, fine. I do.”

“What I’m saying,” the succubus went on, “is we’re not dealing with a dragon this time. Veronica doesn’t have any natural resistances to Empathy, and both Clarke and I can use that to ascertain the truthfulness of her words. In fact, I imagine Clarke already has a head start on this. Am I right?”

“You are,” Clarke assured her. “While I’m not as skilled with Empathy as someone born to the talent, I haven’t detected even the slightest hint of falsehood from Veronica.”

“There. You see?” Emma raised her chin ever so slightly at the witches. “We’re already in a better place than with Sarkany.”

“Empathy isn’t flawless,” Ixia stressed. “We both know of ways to resist or even trick the talent. It’s difficult, but not impossible. No one here should doubt for a second an ancient, battle-hardened vampire can possess the skill to pull it off.”

“‘Ancient’?” Veronica grimaced. “Now you’re just being mean.”

Ixia narrowed her eyes at the vampire, who shrugged unapologetically.

Dahlia hefted her shotgun, and Hyacinth cocked the hammer on her revolver.

“Ladies, please.” Clarke stepped forward. “Let’s all take a slow, deep breath. There’s no cause for violence.”

“Not yet,” Dahlia warned.

“Fine. Not yet, so let’s keep it that way. I understand everyone’s on edge, so we’re going to take this one step at a time, okay?” He gave the witches a meaningful look. “Okay?”

Ixia took that breath, then nodded.

“Yeah, okay.” She glanced to her sisters. Dahlia lowered her weapon, and Hyacinth eased the hammer back into place.

“Thank you,” Clarke said. “Now, about those Wards⁠—”

“It’s fine.” Veronica knelt beside her hellhound. “The Wards can stay if it’ll make everyone feel safer. It won’t be easy for me, but I’ll manage. However, I’ll need to take Vlad home.” She scratched the hellhound’s neck, and he whimpered. “He’s not as resilient as I am. Wards this strong will eventually kill him.”

“How long does he have?” Clarke asked. The last thing he needed was for them to accidentally kill a potential ally’s dog on the first day.

“Within the week, I’d say. These Wards don’t feel designed to kill, but they’ll still exact a hefty toll on any familiar.”

“A week, you say?” Ixia’s tone was bright but carried a sinister edge. “Plenty of time.”

“Time for what?” Clarke asked.

“For us to ascertain whether or not this vampire is telling the truth. Remember how we dragged the truth out of Natalie Marsh? I propose we do the same here.”

“You want to use a magic circle on Veronica?”

“That’s right. One imbued with Truth and Reveal. Pump enough mana into that, and this vampire will tell us her deepest, darkest secrets.”

“What if she resists?”

“We’ll feel the resistance through the circle. Truth or not, that’ll be all the answer we need.” Ixia quirked a savage grin. “Isn’t that right, vampire?”
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“I consent to this.” Veronica held her head high despite the magical stresses creasing her face.

Clarke wasn’t sure the vampire had a choice in the matter, given how determined the Greys were to interrogate her, but he’d take anything that helped cool everyone’s heads. Ixia led the way to her workshop, flanked by her sisters, while Sammy and Brooke filed in behind the vampire. Vlad rose to join them, but Veronica gave him a sharp command.

“No. Stay. Good boy.”

The hellhound stood alert until his master was out of sight, then dropped heavily to the floor and whimpered. Ashley knelt beside the beast and stroked the top of his head.

“There, there,” the angel cooed. “It’ll be all right.”

“Wow, Clarke!” Emma slung an arm around him. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t sensed it myself!”

“You and me both. Us allied with a vampire. Who would have thought?”

“No, not that, you magnificent stud.” Emma’s tail snaked around his leg. “Don’t tell me you didn’t pick up on this?”

“You mean her interest in me?”

“Yes! Like, all of you! The whole meal!”

“I’m not sure ‘meal’ is the best word to use in this context. Not with a vampire.”

“The point is, she wants you.” Emma shuddered. “I could feel the desire radiating off her. The hunger.”

“Again, not the best word to use.”

“Oh, I’m so excited for you!” The succubus was practically bouncing on her toes. “Just imagine the possibilities!”

“Yeah. I’m imagining some right now.” He frowned, his mind filled with a picture of Veronica’s fangs piercing his throat.

“Hey now.” Emma nudged him. “You’re thinking dark thoughts, aren’t you?”

“Maybe.”

“Well, don’t. I was referring to Power Graft.”

“With a vampire?” he asked incredulously. “Would that even work?”

“No reason it shouldn’t.” Ashley rose to her feet and brushed off her knees. “As long as the power is consensually given, whether consciously or not, you can absorb it.”

“Huh.” Clarke paused to contemplate this. “So I, as a blood knight, can gain vampiric powers?”

“Correct.”

“Has this ever happened before?”

“Not to my knowledge, though it may have. Blood knights were once far more prolific, and many of them I never met.”

“It’s not exactly a union one expects.” He let out a quick scoff. “A vampire and a vampire slayer. Just imagine the kids.”

He’d intended the statement as a joke, but Emma’s eyes widened in both shock and elation.

“Is that possible?” Emma asked the angel.

“I … rightfully don’t know.”

“We should find out!”

“For science?” Clarke asked.

“For science!”

“You are way too excited about this.”

“Can you blame me?” Her tail constricted high up his leg in the manner of a lewd hug.

“Guess not.” He was about to head toward Ixia’s workshop when he paused. “Also, I’m sorry.”

“Whatever for?”

“I know you were looking forward to us spending the night together, and I suppose it’s bad form for me to mention having a kid with someone else, even as a joke.”

“Oh, that’s all right.” Emma ran a hand across his chest. “Don’t you worry about me. I’m a big girl. Besides”—her eyes twinkled with sultry mischief—“for me, anticipation only enhances the spice.”
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“When’s the last time you killed a human or demihuman?” Ixia asked as Clarke stepped through the door to her workshop. Emma and Ashley followed him in.

Veronica sat in a chair positioned within a three-point magic circle. Vigil candles in large glass jars flickered around the circumference, and chalked arcs of runic script glowed on the floor. The Grey triplets crouched at the points of a triangle that touched the outer edge while Brooke and Sammy stood watchfully nearby.

Clarke had initially been surprised by how quickly the Greys had completed the circle, given how many days the version they’d used on Marsh had taken to prepare, but then he recalled a lot of the difficulty with that version had been keeping the magic hidden. There was no need for subterfuge with this one, and Ixia was used to quickly modifying the circles in her workshop.

“Oh, let me see.” Veronica took on a thoughtful air. “Some time in November.”

Ixia raised an eyebrow.

“1923,” the vampire added. “About a week before I met Ashley, if I’m not mistaken.”

Ixia traced a runic arc with the tips of her fingers. She glanced to her sisters, who both nodded.

“Then you admit to killing in the past,” Ixia pressed.

“Of course I’ve killed. I was a d-hunter, and a damned good one. I wouldn’t have lasted long in my job if I hadn’t been willing to spill blood.”

“And drain it?”

“Yes. That, too.”

“When’s the last time you drank blood?”

“Yesterday.”

Ixia’s eyes narrowed.

“From a cow,” Veronica clarified.

“Don’t dodge the question.”

“I’m not dodging anything. You asked about my last sanguine sippy, and I answered. Was compelled to answer.” Veronica sniffed. “It’s not my fault your questions are imprecise.”

“When’s the last time you drank the blood of a human or demihuman?”

“About twenty years ago. I don’t recall the exact date.”

“That recent?”

“Again, you’re not asking the right questions. The blood was freely given to me by Arthur Helsing, Clarke’s father.” The vampire’s eyes darted to his. “And it was delicious.”

“When’s the last time you drained blood from a human or demihuman against their will?”

“Back in 1923, I think.” Veronica cocked her head. “Is that a long enough streak of good behavior for you?”

“I’m asking the questions, not you.”

“Fine.” Veronica slouched a little.

Ashley came alongside Clarke as Ixia continued the interrogation.

“Something on your mind?” Clarke asked quietly.

“Always. There’s a great deal we must do, and not much time to do it if we’re to stay a step ahead of Knightfall. I know you must feel like you’re being yanked in a thousand directions all at once, but I need some time with you later.”

Ashley slipped her hand into his, and he clasped hers warmly.

“Alone?” he asked.

“Preferably. The fewer distractions the better.”

“Broken Fang business?”

“Not … entirely.”

Clarke caught the angel’s eyes: so warm and resolute, yet worried and vulnerable at the same time. Her cheeks turned rosy as she unfolded one of her beautiful wings and cloaked him with it. She closed her eyes, smiled, and placed her head on his shoulder.

Magic radiated from the angel, filling him as if he were a carafe and her essence the purest, cleanest water imaginable. He drank it in, finding comfort in her presence, so much so he lost track of the interrogation until he heard his name.

“What are your intentions with Clarke?” Ixia asked.

“To aid him in his mission.”

Dahlia sat up, tensing. “That’s not all. She’s resisting the circle.”

“I’ll ask again,” Ixia said pointedly. “What are your intentions with Clarke? Be specific and complete with your answer.”

“I …” Veronica frowned.

“Is there a problem, vampire?”

“No, it’s just a little awkward having to talk about this in front of his wives. The part about me helping him with his mission is all true. Do you really need to hear the rest?”

“I do, and you’re going to give it to me. Or else.”

“Fine, fine.” Veronica held up her hands in surrender. “It’s not like I could resist this circle for long, anyway. I’m just embarrassed, is all.”

“I’m still waiting for that answer.”

“Then here it comes, but I’d better not hear any complaints.” The vampire took a deep breath. “So, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, Clarke is pretty damn hot. I mean, I know I’m stating the obvious here. Most of you are his wives, after all. On top of that, it’s been a while. Like, a long time. Please don’t ask me for how long.”

“A while for what?”

“Since I’ve been intimate with anyone. Vampires, as a general rule, don’t make the greatest partners. Too many of them try to use relationships like they’re part of a game of four-dimensional chess. Though, to be honest, a lot of them are actually playing checkers. Anyway, back to my explanation—I guess I wouldn’t mind if, over the course of getting to know each other better, I ended up in his harem.”

The room fell silent except for the occasional squeak of Emma’s shoes as she bounced excitedly up and down on the balls of her feet. Brooke’s ears shot straight up, and Ixia goggled at the vampire. No one said a word until, after nearly a full minute of silence, Sammy burst out into laughter.

All eyes turned to the slime girl, who doubled over in mirth, struggling to collect herself. She had a few false starts before she finally managed to get her giggling under control.

“Come on, ladies. What’s with the surprised faces? This is par for the course in this household!”

“I suppose you have a point there,” Brooke murmured.

“A complete answer,” Ashley said to Ixia, “as you requested.”

“Seems so.” Ixia checked with her sisters.

“No signs of magical resistance,” Dahlia said. “This is the unvarnished truth as far as I can tell.”

“Same here,” Hyacinth added.

Veronica folded her hands in her lap, cheeks burning, eyes unable to meet his.

Ixia nodded and began to rise but groaned from the effort. Clarke hurried over and offered his hand. She took it, and he helped her to her feet.

“I guess I should have seen this coming,” the witch muttered, then cracked a smile. “Veronica?”

The vampire looked up, surprised to hear her name from the witch.

“Thank you for putting up with me. That’s the last time I will ever question your loyalty.” Ixia stepped over and extended a hand to the vampire. “Welcome to Broken Fang.”


Seven


Ixia and her sisters modified the mansion Wards that night, to both Veronica and Vlad’s great relief. The hellhound trotted excitedly alongside his master while Sammy showed the vampire to one of the guest rooms. Meanwhile, Clarke arranged a meeting with both Vincent Hawthorne and Mason Sandoval, the pack leaders who’d sworn allegiance to him.

The two werewolf alphas drove out to the mansion around noon that Monday.

Clarke doubted a force like Knightfall would stop in its tracks just because the sun was out. Sunlight interfered with vampiric magic, and most vampires stayed indoors as much as possible during the day, but the purebloods of Knightfall were undoubtedly on a whole other level. Still, a small advantage was better than nothing, and Clarke wasn’t about to turn down any edge he could seize if elite d-hunters came knocking.

He doubted they would; the vampires would need time to track them down. A confrontation was inevitable, but for now he considered it reasonably safe for him to call a meeting with the alphas.

Plus, Knightfall wasn’t his primary concern.

It was how the werewolves would react to Veronica, including Brooke.

On the surface, the wolf girl accepted the vampire into Broken Fang, but she’d been unusually tight-lipped on the matter. She’d reassured Clarke that there wouldn’t be any issues between her and Veronica, and she’d voiced her belief that neither Mason nor her father would take exception to the vampire either. He believed her sincerity in the matter, even if he questioned whether she had the correct read on the two alphas. Still, he could also taste an unusual undercurrent in her emotions that he couldn’t quite identify.

That’s one of the reasons he’d decided on a face-to-face meeting instead of an impersonal call over a burner phone. He needed to be there in the room, to gauge everyone’s reactions and cut off any problems before they took root. He was asking a lot of his allies—was about to ask even more—and he needed the werewolves firmly on his side. For that, they would have to size Veronica up for themselves and come to their own conclusions, much the same way the Greys had.

Little did he realize …

“Holy shit, Clarke!” Vince spread his arms in wide-eyed amazement. The wolfman was tall and broad-shouldered with brown furry ears peeking through the holes in his hunting cap. He wore a camouflage vest, rugged pants, and ankle-high boots. “Mason, do you believe this?”

“Only because I’ve seen it with my own eyes.” The Sandoval alpha was a burly wolfman with a black, bushy beard. His muscles strained against a flannel shirt one size too small, and he reeked of cigar smoke.

“Hot diggity dog!” Vince exclaimed. “This keeps getting better and better!”

“You’re not concerned?” Clarke asked, standing in the foyer with the two alphas alongside Brooke and Veronica.

“Concerned?” Vince lowered his ears a hair. “About what?”

“Well …” Clarke gestured to his side. “You realize she’s a vampire, right?”

“Yes, I was paying attention.”

“As was I,” Mason said. “Hard to miss a detail like that.”

“And you’re both fine with this?” Clarke asked.

“Why wouldn’t we be?” Vince glanced over at Mason, who gave him an unsure shrug.

“Is there more?” Mason asked.

Clarke was about to speak up when Veronica cleared her throat.

“Actually, there is.” The vampire possessed a sly glint in her eyes. “You should both know I once served the Academy of Silence.”

“You did?” Vince’s ears shot straight up, and Clarke’s stomach lurched into his throat. He’d hoped to ease into that particular revelation.

“That’s right.” Veronica gave the wolfman a slow nod. “Though this was about a hundred years ago. I’m afraid my skills as a hunter aren’t what they used to be. Still, I’ve pledged my services to Clarke and the rest of Broken Fang.”

“Right. So,” Clarke began carefully. “As you can tell, Veronica⁠—”

“Not only a vampire, but a d-hunter as well?” Vince exclaimed. “Hell, Clarke! Could you be any less awesome?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Why, there hasn’t been an Alpha Above like you since …” Vince shook his head as if wracking his brain. “Ever! You even have d-hunters following you around!”

“I have …” Clarke blinked. “Oh. I see. You’re impressed by this.”

“Of course we are!” Vince replied.

“Truly, an alpha for the ages,” Mason agreed.

Clarke caught Veronica’s eye, and she winked at him.

I was worried how her past would go down with the two alphas, he thought, but it seems I had nothing to fear. She clearly knows how to play this up for an audience of werewolves.

He faced Brooke.

“Have you been thinking the same things?” he asked, and she nodded enthusiastically.

“It’s a lot to take in,” she murmured, fidgeting demurely. “To imagine my alpha is capable of this, too …” She shivered from the tip of her tail to the points of her ears. Her emotions washed over him, and he regarded her with surprise.

This is turning you on? he thought.

“I believe that’ll suffice for introductions,” Veronica said smoothly. “Clarke, shall we join the others in the dining hall? We shouldn’t keep them waiting.”

“Yes, I suppose we shouldn’t.” He gestured toward one of the ground-level exits. “This way, gentlemen.”
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“We need to learn the location of an artifact called the Prime Grimoire,” Clarke began as everyone settled in. He stood at the head of the table, fingers resting on the varnished wood. “In order to do that, we need to capture ourselves a vampire. But not just any vampire; we need an elite among the elites. A d-hunter from Belphegor’s personal force called Knightfall.”

“Damn, Clarke!” Vince cracked a vicious smile. “You don’t think small. I like it already!”

“What’s the plan, boss?” Mason asked.

“We first need to locate a suitable target.” Clarke gestured to his left. “Veronica’s expertise will be crucial there. Her intimate knowledge on how d-hunters operate will give us the edge we need to predict their movements. Veronica?”

“From what I’ve gathered, I agree with the initial assessment.” The vampire sat forward. “Knightfall is here, led by Lord Baxter Redpeak himself, a pureblood of truly terrifying power. While most d-hunters are equipped to track and kill powerful demihumans or mages, Knightfall specializes in killing blood knights. That doesn’t mean they’re any less adept at killing everyone else, but they’ll come at you with a host of equipment and abilities specifically designed to counter blood magic.”

“You’ve already faced one example of this,” Ashley said. “Alant’s Counter Drain Death spell.”

“Wait a second.” Veronica twisted in her seat to face him. “You survived being hit with a Counter Drain spell?”

“Barely,” Clarke said.

“How?”

“Ooh!” Sammy’s hand shot up. “I sucked plenty of bad juju out of him while Ixia led a circle to purge the spell entirely.”

“It didn’t kill him instantly?”

“Clarke had already absorbed some of Sammy’s resistances,” Emma said. “That, plus her quick thinking, gave the Greys the time they needed.”

“Incredible.” Veronica gave them a bewildered headshake. “Few blood knights would have survived such an attack.”

“I almost didn’t,” Clarke admitted. “But Broken Fang isn’t about the strength of any one individual. It’s about how we combine our strengths and cover for each other. We’re stronger than the sum of our parts would suggest, and while Knightfall is no joke, I believe we’re ready for them.”

“We’ve taken precautions against future Counter spells,” Ashley added. “Ixia and I have enchanted his bond rings with a host of protective magic that should, at the very least, mitigate the worst Knightfall can throw at him. I also have a few thoughts on how to increase his resistances further, which I’ll address with Clarke after we adjourn.”

“Getting back to locating a suitable target”—Clarke nodded to the werewolves—“we’ll be relying on your packs to be our eyes and ears. Veronica?”

“Redpeak will be in town with up to eleven other vampires. We need to track their movements in preparation for a snatch and grab. Fortunately, it’s unlikely Knightfall will suspect so many werewolves are allied with the blood knight they’re hunting, which gives us a critical advantage. As long as you or your kin don’t provoke the vampires, they should more or less ignore you while carrying out their mission.”

“I’ll be backing you up as well.” Sammy raised a hand, which morphed through a variety of skin tones.

“Understood.” Vince turned to Clarke. “You can count on us. Will we perform the grab once you’ve settled on a target?”

“No,” Clarke replied. “Broken Fang will handle that part ourselves. We’ll go for a quick surgical strike using the Portal of Gold to get in and out, unnoticed if we’re lucky. No offense, but a small team gives us the highest chance of success.”

“It’s your call. Just let us know if you need some extra teeth and claws.” Vince spread his fingers to emphasize his point. Or rather, five points. “We’re more than happy to rip out some vampiric throats. Present company excepted, of course.”

Veronica gave the wolfman a polite nod.

“You’ll need to subdue the vampire somehow,” Mason said. “Won’t that be easier if you bring along some extra muscle?”

“We’ve got that part covered.” Ixia placed a matte gray cylinder on the table.

“A grenade?”

“A smoke grenade,” the witch corrected, “enchanted with an aerosol form of Daze. The spell’s targeted so it won’t affect any of the core members of Broken Fang. Clarke and the others will be able to walk right through the smoke while any vampire will receive the full effects.”

“I see.” Mason nodded thoughtfully. “Yet another reason for the small team at this stage. It’s easier for you to enchant exceptions into the grenades.”

“Exactly.”

“And once we have this d-hunter? What then?”

“We’ll use a Truth circle,” Ixia explained. “A vampire of this caliber will try to resist, so we may need to get creative. That’s why I propose we stick to only one spell and supercharge the hell out of it.”

“This stage will undoubtedly prove difficult,” Veronica cautioned. “We’ll need time to break the vampire’s mental defenses.”

“All while the rest of Knightfall is searching for its lost member,” Mason added grimly.

“I make no promises this’ll be easy,” Clarke told them all, “but if we’re to succeed, we need the Prime Grimoire. It’s as simple as that. It contains Belphegor’s own spells, including the Wards protecting the Throne of Shadows. If we’re to eventually take down Belphegor and destroy her Throne, we need that book, and the vampires of Knightfall will know where it’s kept.”

“Say no more, Clarke.” Vince rose. “Mason and I will mobilize our packs. You’ll have the intel you need. I promise you.”
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“Ashley?” Clarke knocked on the door to find the angel’s bedroom unlocked. He eased it open. “You wanted to see me?”

“Yes, thank you for coming. Please come in.”

Ashley sat on the side of the bed, and Clarke wondered if this was the first time she’d used the piece of “unnecessary” furniture. She had no need for food or sleep as far as he could tell, and the sheets were pulled taut against the mattress. The pillow had been recently fluffed and the comforter fitted in place with great care.

The bed, like everything within Ashley’s suite, exuded a sense of orderly precision, as if the environment had absorbed some measure of the angel’s personality. The walls were undecorated, the lone desk clear of clutter, and the chair pulled tight against it, perfectly centered to the desktop.

Ashley patted the empty spot beside her, and Clarke crossed the room. He sat on the mattress, hands resting in his lap. He took in the unsure line of her mouth, the soft radiance of her halo, the subtle light from her wings. He placed a hand atop hers, and she smiled warmly.

“You seem nervous.”

“Perhaps a little,” Ashley said. “You’re powerful, Clarke. More powerful than any blood knight in recent memory, and perhaps stronger than even the earliest ones, before their celestial inheritance became diluted. But for all that power, the foes you face are equally terrifying.”

“You’re worried the spells on my rings won’t be enough against Redpeak.”

“I am.”

“You also said you had some thoughts on how to protect me better.”

She nodded.

“Redpeak killed your parents with spells like True Death and Ravenous Decay. These are dark, terrible magics and are far from the only such spells in his arsenal. The magic protecting you, coupled with the resistances you’ve gained, will provide some measure of defense against their evil.”

“But not enough?”

She shook her head. “I fear not.”

“Then where do I get more?”

“From me.”

She looked up, meeting his eyes tenderly. She inched closer, and her thigh pressed against his. Heat spread from even that timid point of contact. She placed a hand on his cheek, and her fingertips traced across his skin until they held his chin.

“I love you, Clarke. I have for a while.” She flashed an embarrassed smile. “Though I’m rubbish at showing it.”

“It’s more than enough.” He took hold of her hand and clasped it between both of his. “It’s enough for me to know you love me, to feel your affection whenever our eyes meet.” He raised her hand to his heart. “And for me to experience that same bright, beautiful love for you.”

“Thank you. Your words of reassurance are … more important than you may realize. Especially given what I’m about to ask of you.”

“Then ask. I don’t want to die as much as the next man, but there’s more at stake here than just me.”

“Belphegor and the Throne of Shadows?”

“I suppose there’s that, too, but I was referring to the oaths I gave my wives. How I promised to honor and protect them for as long as I draw breath. I can’t very well do that if I’m dead. And besides”—he gave her hand a squeeze—“I’d like to give that oath again someday.”

Ashley glanced away, and her halo blazed to the point he needed to squint. It took a while for it to dim back to bearable luminance.

“You’re a good man, Clarke,” she said at last. “One I both love and respect, and because of that, the very thought of hurting you pains me.”

“Will this pain make me stronger?”

“It should.”

“Then I both accept and welcome whatever you do next.”

She met his eyes once more, saw the conviction burning within them, and nodded.

“As a celestial, I’m immune to spells like True Death, not simply resilient. And you, as nephilim, should be capable of absorbing some measure of that ability.”

“Through Power Graft?”

She nodded.

“Is that why we’re sitting on the bed?”

“I suppose that’s part of it, though I also want you to be as comfortable as possible. As you know, your Power Graft is entangled with Emma’s sex magic.”

“Which limits me to casting it while intimate.”

“Currently.”

“You think there’s a way to correct the flaw in my magic?”

“I do. If I explore the knot formed between Power Graft and Emma’s succubus powers, perhaps I can find a way to unravel the two.”

“Which would allow me to absorb your abilities under safer conditions.”

“That’s my theory.”

“Sounds like it’s worth a shot. How do you propose we explore the two?”

“Like this.”

She leaned forward, and their lips met.

His world exploded with golden light. He closed his eyes, and yet the illumination still blinded him, blaring through his sockets to sear his mind. Flames wreathed the angel, enveloping him in an unburning aura. Her power surrounded him, sank through him, and he wasn’t sure if this was real or imagined.

Yet, despite the angelic fire consuming his very existence, he found his senses sharpening, growing more alert to the press of her lips. He perceived the supple softness of her mouth against his, parting to accept the wet warmth of her tongue. He breathed in the fragrant scent of her skin, and his hands found the base of her wings.

She tugged his shirt free of his pants, and her fingers glided across his muscular back. Each caress struck him like a bolt of lightning. Angelic energy sizzled through him, sundering his senses with her inescapable glory.

His mind fell away, plummeting through an endless shaft of light and love, its walls crafted from all the colors of the rainbow. He saw himself as if through the eyes of an observer. He watched as Ashley pushed him back onto the bed, felt his head sink into the comforter, their lips never leaving each other. She devoured his mouth with an insatiable, unrelenting hunger. She draped her body across his, breasts pressing against his broad chest as she took hold of his head.

His very thoughts were dry kindling to her presence, and he watched himself from above, though his eyes remained shut. Ashley spread her wings wide and tall, almost reaching the ceiling. She ground her hips against his, and he hardened. His body and mind ached with fathomless desire, yearning to experience more of her, to lose himself within her light, even as her radiance threatened to consume him.

She broke their kiss, and he gasped, half in relief at the brief respite from her brilliance. But half in sadness—almost grief—at being parted from her.

She sat back, straddling his clothed hips, her skirt hiked up to reveal clean white panties, their center moistened by her arousal.

“Good,” she panted, squeezing a breast through her shirt. “You’re still conscious. That’s amazing all by itself. Your celestial side has grown so much stronger in so short a time.”

He blinked. Either the room was spinning or his head was.

“I want you, Clarke,” she uttered breathlessly. “I want all of you. Are you ready?”

“Ready for what?”

He wasn’t sure who said that.

“Please, let me have a taste.” Ashley unzipped his jeans. “Just stay with me a little longer.”

She freed his swelling girth and let it twitch to full prominence.

Her fingers grazed the shaft ever so softly.

His existence ignited with the screaming fury at the heart of a star.

His eyes rolled back into his head.

And he passed out.
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Clarke awoke on his side next to Ashley, who ran her fingers leisurely through his hair.

“Hey,” he said hoarsely.

“Hey. How do you feel?”

“Like my brain has been flossed with sunlight.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. This is for a good cause.”

“True,” Ashley conceded, “but I can’t help but feel I’m letting my own eagerness get in the way. That I’m pushing you too fast.”

She gave him a peck on the forehead and rose to the bedside. He pushed off the comforter and joined her there. She must have tidied him up while he’d been unconscious because his pants were zipped. They sat there in silence except for the distant sounds of the mansion ebbing toward nightfall.

“I found the knot of magic within you,” she said after a while. “The one that has your Power Graft intertwined with Emma’s magic. I should be able to unravel it, though it will require me to perform a very specific technique.”

“Which is?”

“The same one Emma used to unhex you.”

He snorted out a laugh. “Figures.”

“I’m sure Emma would find this all very amusing.” She flashed a bashful smile. “Not much of a point in ‘fixing’ Power Graft if we need to perform the act we’re trying to avoid.”

“Not avoid,” Clarke corrected. “Simply postpone until it’s safer.”

Her smile warmed at his reassurance. “I noticed something else while we were kissing. Your nature as a nephilim is growing stronger, to the point where it might make what we’re attempting moot.”

“How so?”

“Your celestial side is maturing at a startling rate. I suspect that portion of you is about to become stronger than in any human I’ve ever known. Whether this is a result of how I magically Blessed your birth or some other factor⁠—”

“Such as intense exposure to your magic?” he ventured.

“Perhaps. I really can’t say. But the effect seems clear to me, and I expect you’ll begin to manifest your own celestial abilities very soon.”

“Really?” His eyes widened.

“They’ll be weaker than mine, of course. But a little celestial power can go a long way.”

“Especially if I need to face off against Redpeak and his minions.”

“As I suspect you must.” Her halo dimmed slightly. “Sooner rather than later, I fear. We should continue your ‘exposure therapy,’ though I believe that’s enough for one day.”

“Yeah.” He rubbed his temple. “Tell me about it.”

“Besides, I suspect there are other matters you must attend to. Emma stopped by looking for you. She made it sound important.”

“Right.” He rose from the bedside. “Any idea where I can find her?”

The angel flashed a whimsical smile. “Sprawled wantonly atop your bed, I imagine.”
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Ashley’s prediction proved wholly accurate.

“Hey there, Sexy,” Emma cooed, stretched luxuriantly atop his bedsheets. She wore a burgundy corset with matching garter belt, panties, stockings, and high heels. The ensemble left her high and heavy breasts exposed, nipples hard. She adjusted her glasses with darkly polished nails and slipped onto her side, wings retracted behind her, tail resting languidly.

“Hey yourself,” he said with a grin.

“How’s the head?” she asked with genuine concern, though tinged with hopefulness for a particular answer.

“Better. She didn’t frazzle my brain quite as bad this time.”

“That’s good to hear.” She stretched both arms over her head and grabbed the headboard. “Bet I can make you feel even better.”

“I don’t doubt that,” he said, and believed every word. One of the benefits of sex with a succubus was she could reinvigorate him during the act. Normally, this served as an excuse for even more sex, but occasionally she’d employed her talents for more … medicinal ends.

“Why don’t you come here, then?” She planted her heels in the sheets and arched her back, “Your wife wishes to make you feel wonderful. All I ask in return is your seed.”

“Sure, but didn’t you want this to play out a certain way? You had a list. I distinctly remember a list.”

“Don’t fret about that.” She gave the notion a dismissive wave. “I realized I was being greedy. And perhaps, a bit impatient. Yes, I’d like to try everything on my list. Repeatedly and vigorously, mind you. But not all at once.”

“You sure? You sounded like you were really looking forward to this.”

“Why cram all the kinks into one night when I can savor them over the course of several?”

“Ah. Yes, that sounds more like it.”

“So, my loving husband”—she turned onto her stomach and rocked her heeled feet back and forth—“why don’t you pick how we start? And then, how about we see where inspiration takes us?”

Clarke pulled off his shirt. He tossed it aside and manifested his incubus wings.

Emma loved his wings. He didn’t quite understand the sexual appeal of the extra limbs, at least on a gut level. Certainly, Emma and Ashley’s wings added to each woman’s uniqueness, elevating their beauty with distinctiveness, but he didn’t find himself sexually attracted to those features the same way he was to, say, the swell of their breasts or the curve of their hips.

Emma was aroused by his wings. He supposed her coming from a winged demihuman race had wired their brains to find such features appealing. All that made sense, intellectually at least, and he enjoyed pleasing her as much as she enjoyed pleasing him.

Though he could do with her suckling his wing muscles less. He was a tad ticklish there.

Clarke struck a pose and spread his wings, presenting a feast for his wife’s eyes. Normally, she would give him an appreciative clap, but this time she sat up on all fours, eyes growing wide.

“Clarke?”

“Hmm?”

“Your wings?”

“Yes?” He gave them a quick flap. “What about them?”

She crawled to the edge of the bed. “They’ve changed?”

“Excuse me?” He glanced to his left side and brought a wing around. “But …”

It was his wing; he verified this by touching the top and following it back to the base near his shoulder blade. He checked the other wing and found it to be identical to the first.

They were his wings.

And yet they weren’t.

They were still heavier and more muscular than Emma’s, but the translucent webbing between each digit was gone, replaced with … feathers?

Crimson feathers.

His wings reminded him of Ashley’s, except the coloration was almost … blood-soaked, maybe? He rubbed one pinion between two fingers. The feather possessed a glistening coat of some sort, but the surface wasn’t wet to the touch. Rather, it felt slightly warm the way Ashley’s feathers did.

Did he have celestial wings now?

No, that didn’t seem quite right. Not with the deep red coloration.

Instead, he wondered, perhaps it’s more accurate to think of them as nephilim wings?

He was certain he hadn’t succeeded in casting Power Graft with Ashley. Not only had their union failed to progress to the critical stage for the spell to trigger, but he’d fallen unconscious before that point. Even if he’d somehow managed to cast it while out cold, someone as attuned to magic as Ashley would surely have detected the exchange.

So, he concluded to himself, this didn’t come from Ashley. She might have helped awaken this part of me, but she wasn’t the origin.

I am.

What else is stirring within me?

What other powers might she help me unearth?

Emma sat up from the bed and hurried over to him, breasts jiggling with each step. She stroked a finger down one crimson wing.

“Remarkable,” she breathed, almost reverently.

“Should we show these to Ashley?” Clarke asked.

“Later.” Emma took hold of a wing with both hands.

And then she buried her face in the feathers.

“Uh, Emma?”

The succubus inhaled deeply, then let out a slow shuddering breath. She rubbed her glistening panties with one hand.

“Oh, yeah,” she murmured, her words muffled by feathers. “That’s the stuff.”

“Are you sniffing my wings?”

“Yes?” She sounded mildly apologetic.

“Mind telling me why?”

“Because they smell so good!” She rubbed her face in the feathers. “And they feel wonderful, too! It’s like they’re saturated with magic, yours and Ashley’s. You smell like her, too, now.”

“Excuse me?”

“But in a manly way, Clarke,” she assured him. “Oh, so manly!”

“Are my wings turning you on?”

“How can you even ask such a question?” She tugged on her panties. “Do me, Clarke! Here and now! As hard and in whatever way you desire!”

“Shouldn’t we check in with Ashley first?”

“Please!” She dropped to her knees and clutched his butt cheeks. “I don’t even care if you get me pregnant! That part’s optional. Just sate me, I beg you!”

Clarke met her eyes, so wide and eager and perhaps a little desperate. He cracked a smile, thought back to what he could recall from Emma’s list.

And picked one.

“All right.”

“Yay!” She gave him an appreciative clap, then unbuckled his pants. He sprang forth, and she gaped at his noticeably larger length and girth. She gazed up into his eyes appreciatively.

“I thought you might like this,” he said.

“I do. Very, very much.”

She licked around the glans before swallowing the tip. She began to slide down his shaft at a slow, luxuriant pace, but Clarke laced his fingers through her hair and urged her deeper. Her jaw stretched to accommodate his girth as he inched his entire length down her throat.

He held her there, her lips straining around the root of his cock. Her wings twitched. Her tail flicked, and he finally let her up off him. She pulled off the tip with a lewd pop and gasped for air.

He grabbed her head with both hands and guided her back to his cock, which she devoured greedily, relishing his forcefulness. She swallowed his entire length without any insistence from him this time and held him there, tongue playing across the shaft, eyes gazing longingly up at him.

“I remember part of your list,” he told her, and she murmured a question against his cock. “Now, now. What have I told you about speaking with your mouth full?”

He let her pull off his cock, and she drank in a deep breath.

“What do you plan to do to me?” she asked lustfully.

“You’ll see soon enough.”

He cast Fly and levitated off the floor. Emma spread her own wings and joined him. They embraced in the air and kissed, roughly, ravenously, his cock pressed against her soaking crotch. She reached down to stroke him, but he pushed her hand away and instead kneaded one of her breasts. She moaned into his mouth and broke their kiss.

“Do whatever you want to me, my love,” she uttered, their foreheads almost touching. “Ravish me to your heart’s desire.”

Clarke gave her a crooked grin. He angled his wings and, with a sudden burst of speed, pinned her against the ceiling. She gasped, but then smiled wickedly. He placed one hand on her shoulder and squeezed her breast with the other. He pinched her nipple, then traced down across her belly button to the hot desire between her legs.

His fingers squelched into her sopping sex.

“Yes,” she moaned.

He grasped the back of her neck and kissed her roughly, his fingers plunging in and out of her dripping slit. She shuddered and gasped and writhed and squirmed until he tore her panties off and flipped her over.

“Yes!” she cried, her breasts smooshed against the ceiling, on all fours but inverted, wings flared and tail lashing. “Take me!”

He gripped the base of her tail, and she trembled. Her sleek, prehensile extension wrapped around his forearm as he guided himself to the furnace of her sex. His tip found the opening, and she pushed it.

“YES!” she squealed.

He drove himself inside her, all the way to the base. She quivered when he bottomed out in her, and her tail loosened. He took hold of her hips and began to fuck her. Slow at first as he felt out the position. His wings provided all the “leverage” he needed to hold her in place, but sex on the ceiling brought its own set of challenges.

He adjusted the angle of her hips, and she moved submissively to his every whim until he fucked her in earnest. She grunted with each deep, powerful thrust, her utterances turning more animalistic than anything else. He leaned forward to grasp her breasts from behind and play with her nipples.

“Oh, God, Clarke! Fuck, I’m close!”

“So am I,” he growled in her ear. “Do you want me?”

“I do!”

“Do you want all of me?”

“Yes! Give it to me! All of it! All of you! I want it all!”

“What do we say?”

“Please!” she exclaimed, rocking under the force of every plunge. “I want a child! I want your child! Fill me with your seed, I beg you! I— I⁠—”

Her mouth gaped as her orgasm wracked through her. She shivered with delicious release from head to toe, tail and wings twitching as her pleasure squeezed in around his shaft. Her contractions pushed him over the edge, and he blew his load deep within her.

They panted as they came down from their sexual highs. Clarke kissed her ear, then gave it a playful nibble before releasing her. He flapped his wings, and they settled onto the bed.

“Thank you, Clarke.” She gave him a sweet peck on the cheek. “From the bottom of my heart. I’m pregnant with your child, and I can’t begin to tell you how happy this makes me.”

“You can already tell?”

She giggled. “I’m a succubus. I know these things.”

“Of course.”

“But that doesn’t mean we have to stop here.” She rose and straddled him. “The night is young, and there are so many kinks left to try. What do you say? Shall we see where inspiration takes us next?”


Eight


Inspiration guided Clarke and Emma to many exciting places that night, and eventually he left her on the bed, contently snoring like a chainsaw. He made his way back to Ashley, who proved far less surprised by the change to his wings than he’d expected. She recommended they maintain a rigorous regimen of “exposure therapy” to draw out more of his celestial powers.

Which she then attempted with another long kiss, coupled with aggressive groping that left him woozy. He retired to his bed after that and woke up the next morning to the sensations of a sloppy blowjob courtesy of both Emma and Brooke. The succubus wasn’t his only wife turned on by him recently, and Brooke’s fires had been lit by his prowess as their “pack alpha.” She rode him hard that morning, cutting loose until he sated her as well.

The furniture survived … mostly intact.

Clarke spent the next few days alternating between exposure sessions with Ashley, recovering from said sessions, and coordinating Broken Fang’s efforts against the d-hunters. Veronica’s expertise proved both invaluable and highly accurate as Sammy and the werewolves began to piece together a clearer picture of Knightfall’s operation within Chester Creek, as well as the forces under their command.

Between all that, he and the ladies kept up appearances at Chester Creek University as best they could, attending the majority of their classes, though the reduced schedules they’d chosen for this semester made the performances easier. They never ventured onto campus without protection in the form of a loose escort of werewolves, courtesy of the Hawthornes or Sandovals. Clarke knew he was Knightfall’s intended target, and he dutifully kept his time outside the mansion to a minimum.

Tension permeated their lives, but slowly the mansion settled into a new normal. Wary, but not worried. Cautious, yet optimistic.

All that changed when Vince Hawthorne joined them at the mansion that Thursday.
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“A small team of Knightfall vampires have raided Studio Nightshade,” Vince reported once Clarke had gathered Broken Fang in the dining hall.

Ashley had brought the Hawthorne alpha to the mansion using the Portal of Gold; he’d been making the same trip each evening all week, delivering the latest news in person rather than risking a phone call.

“I suspect I don’t need to tell you why this is a troubling development.” Vince removed his hunting cap and smoothed out his bushy hair.

“No, you don’t.” Clarke placed his fingertips on the table and glanced around. “Hunter Alant used that location, and Linda Sarkany was a partial stakeholder.” His jaw tightened. “In fact, now that we consider events with the benefit of hindsight, that may be why Alant camped out there while hunting us.”

“You think Sarkany provided it to him as a base?” Emma asked.

“It’s certainly possible. But regardless of what happened, my point is both their paths intersect with that location in multiple ways. That means Knightfall is getting closer to a trail that leads to us. Vince, how many vampires are we dealing with at the studio?”

“Four, as far as we can tell. The place is shut down to the public, but we’re keeping a close watch on the comings and goings.”

Sammy whistled. “Four d-hunters at once. That’ll be tough.”

“To put it mildly,” Brooke said with a hint of nervousness. “And there might be more.”

“Possible, but not likely.” Veronica sat forward. “Knightfall has twelve members and will often split into teams of four to complete smaller objectives. Vince, if your pack only spotted four at the studio, then my guess is that’s everyone Redpeak assigned to the location.”

“At least there’s that,” Brooke murmured.

“There’s more,” Vince said. “They had a prisoner with them. A young man who didn’t seem to have his wits about him.”

“Charmed or Enthralled?” Emma asked.

“We couldn’t tell, and there’s not much point in knowing anymore. We could hear his screams from a block away. They lasted for over an hour, then … nothing.”

Clarke nodded grimly. “Did anyone recognize the man?”

“No, but that’s not all. After the screams stopped, something started moving inside the studio. We’ve heard shuffling and the breaking of glass, sometimes with a deep, guttural gurgle. There was a smell, too. Faint, given the distances we were keeping, but unusual enough for us to pick up. Sour and acidic. Like someone had puked up their lunch.”

“From the prisoner? Before he died?” Clarke asked, but Vince shook his head.

“Don’t think so. More like there’s a creature inside the studio now. Something big and nasty.”

“A geist,” Ixia hissed through tight teeth. “Those vampires may have created a geist, converting whoever that poor soul was into one of their wretched familiars.”

“Ixia could be right,” Veronica said. “Mind you, I never created one myself, but I knew vampires who did. All geists require the tortured scraps of a human soul to serve as a foundation. And given the prisoner and the screams …”

She gave him a dark shrug.

“You mean like the terrorgeist we faced a few months ago?” Clarke asked Ixia.

“Yes, but this one doesn’t sound like the same type of creature. I’ve been consulting with the Weeping Stone clan ever since we faced the terrorgeist, picking their loremaster’s brain on the rarer kinds of monsters vampires can create. There are several forms of geist, all of them with unique strengths and weaknesses. This one sounds like it might be a bilegeist.”

“Bile?” Brooke cringed. “That sounds … unpleasant.”

“It’ll melt your face off if you give it an inch.”

“Incorporeal?” Clarke asked.

“No. But it has other defenses. Cutting it open is dangerous in and of itself.” Ixia pointed a thumb over her shoulder, aimed in the general direction of her workshop. “I can grab my notes if you like.”

“Please do.”

“I know where it is.” Dahlia gave her pregnant sister a pat on the shoulder. “Be back in a flash.”

The witch hurried out of the room.

“So this thing’s like the alien?” Sammy asked.

“The … what are you talking about?” Ixia gave the slime girl a confused look.

“You know? The alien. On account of it having acid for blood.”

“You mean like the alien from Alien?”

“Yep! Isn’t that obvious from what I said?”

“Not really.”

“Let’s hold that thought until Dahlia gets back,” Clarke said. “With those vampires at the studio, we have a problem, but we may have an opportunity as well.”

“What’s on your mind?” Emma asked.

“We need to nab ourselves a vampire. And now we know where four of them are.”

“We taking on all four at once?” Brooke asked.

“Not unless we have no other choice. Instead, I’d like our allies to create a diversion. Something to draw most—but, importantly, not all—of those vampires away from the studio.”

“Mason and I shouldn’t have any trouble starting a ruckus.” Vince grinned wolfishly. “Just give the word.”

“I can help make sure it’s a suitably sized ‘ruckus,’” Veronica added. “One that will pull only some of the vampires away from the studio.”

“And once those vampires have been drawn away?” Emma prompted.

“We use the Portal to enter the studio,” Clarke said, “and grab ourselves a vampire. Ixia, how’s that Daze grenade coming along?”

“Fully charged. I even had time to prepare two more for you, just in case.”

“Music to my ears.” He leaned in. “All right, everyone. We’ve got a rough idea on how this needs to play out. Time to turn this into a concrete plan.”

“Hell yeah!” Sammy punched her palm. “Let’s do this!”
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Six hours later, a small team of werewolves approached Studio Nightshade, their identities protected by some of Ashley’s best Concealment spells. They proceeded to graffiti the vampires’ cars parked nearby and—when that failed to elicit the desired response—urinated all over their tires.

That proved a step too far for Knightfall. The first werewolf team fled the scene while the second team reported back to Clarke that three individuals—likely all Knightfall vampires—had left the studio.

Half an hour later, Clarke led the core members of Broken Fang through the Portal of Gold.

He emerged first onto the huge deck on Studio Nightshade’s roof. A low brick wall surrounded the wide, open space, and a stocked bar took up one corner. A few tables and loungers ringed the tiled dance floor. He crouched in front of the Portal, soaking in his surroundings beneath moonlit clouds. No one else was on the roof.

He sensed a foul discharge reeking up through the floor like a vile fume born of blood and bile.

But no traps.

No Wards, either, other than the frayed remains of older spells.

Those would have been linked to either Alant or Sarkany, and both were dead.

He focused on the magical emanations below and managed to parse out two auras: one a disgusting amalgamation of filth and decay, the other steeped in blood and malice.

A familiar and its vampiric master.

Just the one. He permitted himself a cold grin, though one edged with concern. He knew his shifter allies could take care of themselves, but there were still three d-hunters after them.

Still, this is no time to get distracted, he told himself. Our allies are aware of the risks. They’re sticking their necks out so that we can get the job done.

Clarke checked over his shoulder.

Brooke loomed behind him, a hulking mass of fur and sinew, rows of teeth glinting within her elongated snout. Sammy stood beside her, her eyes two bright swirls of blue against fluorescent pink skin. She’d stripped down to her black bra and panties before passing through the Portal.

Emma exited the Portal, eyes alert, the bulk of her Benelli M4 shotgun gripped firmly. Ashley brought up the rear, a glassy blue spear in one hand. She waved her free hand and spun her wrist. The Portal floated toward the bar then tilted until it lay flat behind it. The roof bar wasn’t the best hiding place, but there weren’t many buildings nearby that had a good line of sight to the studio’s roof, and none of those were especially tall.

Emma and Ashley exchanged a few quick words, then Ashley hurried over and crouched beside Clarke.

“No unusual defenses as far as we can tell,” the angel reported. “And no signs we’ve been detected. The Concealment spells I placed on everyone are holding.”

“Makes sense,” Clarke replied quietly. “Knightfall is here to search for leads, not to fortify the place. Time to make sure our special guest doesn’t call for help.”

Ashley placed her hand on the tiled roof, and her halo glowed hotly for a few seconds.

“There. I’ve cast Disrupt on the roof. That should block most forms of wireless or magical communication, though a strong enough signal will still punch through, and the hunter could always use a landline.”

“Good thing landlines are out of style these days. You and Emma keep back with the Portal. The rest of us are going in.”

“Be safe, my love.”

He winked at the angel. “No promises.”

Ashley joined Emma behind the bar, who’d taken up a defensive post with her shotgun leveled over the counter.

Clarke rose and led Brooke and Sammy into the studio. They took the stairs down a level and cut across a corridor lined with small offices. The corridor opened to a staircase along the outer wall of the main studio floor. Spotlights hung from metal trusses that spanned the ceiling two stories up, illuminating the empty stage and dance floor. A grotesque burbling, gulping noise emanated from the bar, followed by the splash of shattering glass.

A huge, hulking shadow belched and shifted, barely fitting behind the counter.

“It won’t stop,” the beast rumbled with a deep, male voice possessed of a strange dissonance, as if it were part of an unruly chorus. Glass snapped, then crunched to a steady rhythm. Was the creature chewing the bottles?

Brooke wrinkled her snout and rubbed it with the back of her hand.

“It won’t stop, won’t stop, won’t stop.”

The creature smashed a bottle against the countertop.

“Mother, why won’t it stop?”

“Be still, my beautiful child.” The woman’s voice was melodious and sinister.

Clarke searched the room urgently for the source but found nothing. Brooke’s ears folded back, and she snarled. Sammy retrieved Ixia’s magical grenade from her chest and fingered the pin.

“Mother?” The huge shape shuffled away from the bar.

“It seems we have guests. Why don’t you greet them for me?”

“But I still hurt. No matter how much I drink, it won’t stop hurting.”

“Why don’t you try eating them? Perhaps the sweetness of their flesh will soothe your aching stomach.”

“It will?”

“You won’t know until you try.”

“Above us!” Brooke pointed, and Clarke followed her finger to a wavering shadow lurking atop one of the trusses.

“I see her!” Sammy yanked the pin and launched the grenade with a sideways throw.

The vampire rose to leap off the truss, but Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, and scarlet chains lashed themselves around the vampire’s legs. She tripped over with a brief, startled yelp and landed hard on her side. One of the spotlights teetered from the impact.

The grenade tinked against the truss, hitting inches from the vampire’s face, and then a radiant plume of smoke and flower petals blasted outward. The vampire coughed and spasmed, and Clarke released the chains.

She fell and landed on the stage with the crunch of breaking boards. Concealment magic dissipated from the impact, revealing a slender, raven-haired woman dressed in a black leather bodysuit, so tight it left little to the imagination. Her limbs twitched, eyes wide and vacant.

“Nice throw, Sammy!” Clarke cheered. “Now let’s grab her!”

“DON’T TOUCH MY MOTHER!”

The bilegeist stomped into the light, revealing its huge, bloated body. It scrambled forward atop six scrawny arms that now served as legs. Two more diminutive arms hung from its side. Its flesh was pale, gray, and folded with hideous fat. A wide, bald head accommodated a massive mouth lined with rotten, broken teeth. It kept its large eyes closed.

“Brooke, secure the prisoner!” Clarke snapped out his thirstblade and faced the bilegeist. “Sammy, with me!”

“MAKE IT STOP!” The beast charged, finally opening its “eyes.” They weren’t eyes at all, but two more mouths! It rushed at him, shockingly fast for such a heavy creature, closing with all the terrible inertia of an oncoming train.

Clarke dodged, cutting into the monster’s side as it barreled past. Flesh tore open, and a vile greenish excretion gushed out, steaming on the floor, turning the floorboards into a soft sludge. The nauseating stench struck his nose with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer, and he reeled from his first inhale despite the resistances he’d absorbed from Sammy.

The bilegeist spun to face him, its side split open and leaking a fetid trail that resembled old milk and rotten cheese curds. It lurched forward, again with surprising speed. Sammy hammered it from the side, and its flesh wobbled with each blow. It staggered on its many legs, “hands” splayed for balance, then faced the slime girl.

“YOU LOOK TASTY!” it bellowed through three mouths.

Its gut churned and gurgled. Its throat bulged in the manner of a giant toad, and then it spewed a stream of greenish filth all over Sammy. Her clothes melted and dropped off, but she rushed through the rancid rain, snarling. She pulled a fist back and leaped.

“Those were my favorite panties!” the slime girl raged.

She threw a savage hook into the bilegeist’s lower jaw. Teeth cracked, and its head flew back, spittle flying. The creature lurched away, and Clarke cut through its sagging flesh. More disgusting fluid poured out, but the creature didn’t seem to be shrinking from all the lost mass. Worse, it was so huge and fat, it was difficult for Clarke to strike anything vital through all the fleshy padding.

Several strips of the floor oozed like soft putty, and the air clouded over with a green, noxious fog. Behind him, Brooke hacked and coughed.

“Shit, that’s nasty!” the werewolf gasped.

“How you doing back there, Brooke?” Clarke called out.

“Managing! The prisoner is resisting arrest!”

“Hurry it up! This fight is getting messy!”

“I will consume your soul!” the vampire rasped.

“You have the right to remain silent!” Brooke swung a clenched fist at the vampire’s head.

Thwack!

“Everything you say will be used against you!”

Thwack! Thwack!

“DON’T HURT MOTHER!”

The bilegeist stumbled rapidly toward Brooke and the vampire, fluid sputtering from its open wounds. Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, and scarlet chains snapped up out of the floor to bind the creature’s many legs. It struggled forward, one heavy step at a time.

“MOTHER!” Wretched gobs flew from its three mouths.

“Clarke, hold it there!” Sammy shouted. “I’m going in!”

“Be my guest!”

Sammy whipped out one arm, transforming it into a pink thorned tentacle. She curled it back and then punched the tip into one of the bilegeist’s wounds. The appendage squirmed into the monster, worming its way deeper. At first, the monster snarled at her and swiped at the intrusion penetrating its flesh, but then its lips curled with pain and it screamed. The tentacle writhed around, and the fluid pouring from the monster’s side turned bloody.

“IT HURTS! IT HURTS!”

Clarke held the beast stationary as best he could. It strained desperately against his spell while Sammy fed more and more of herself into the creature’s innards. Her torso contracted like a deflating balloon, and soon she disappeared entirely within the monster. Its skin bulged and distorted as the slime girl squirmed through its guts, tearing it apart from the inside out.

Clarke imagined a long snake of pink, barbed slime shooting through the creature, cutting through its organs like a long, organic saw. Blood and bits of gore spilled from its wounds, and its chest sagged inward. It raised its head, the trio of mouths agape until pink slime punched up one throat and out through its splintering teeth.

Sammy formed a bubblegum pink arc that jetted in a continuous stream from the bilegeist’s mouth. She landed beside Clarke, reforming into a naked humanoid one slimy gallon at a time. Once whole, she placed a triumphant hand on her hip. Beside her, the dead bilegeist sagged under its own ruinous weight.

Clarke took in the corpse, not sure what to say.

“Sammy?”

“Yes, Clarke?”

“When you said you were ‘going in,’ I thought you meant something else.”

“Sorry. I suppose I should have communicated the plan better.”

“It’s not that. Just wondering what brought this on.” He indicated the deflating corpse.

“Just leveraging my talents.” She shrugged. “Its nastiness wasn’t affecting me, so I figured why not give it a go?”

“And by ‘a go,’ you mean buzzsaw through its innards?”

“Exactly!” She tilted her head. “Don’t approve?”

“No, no. It was just …” He eyed the pool of shredded organs spilling from the corpse. “Unexpected.”

“Good!” She smiled brightly. “I like surprising you.”

“Clarke!” Brooke shouted. “The vampire!”

He whirled around to catch the Knightfall hunter summoning an obsidian whip. Brooke lunged at her, intent on grabbing hold, but the vampire cracked the whip, and the bladed edge slashed across Brooke’s face in a spray of blood. She charged through and tackled the vampire, both hitting the ground with a brutal crunch.

The two rolled, scrambling. The vampire leveraged her back against the floor and kicked Brooke off. The werewolf flew high and long, crashing down onto the stage.

Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, and chains snaked around the vampire and constricted. She flicked her wrist, and green runes flared alive up and down her bodysuit.

The chains shattered like so much reddish glass.

The vampire planted her feet and shook out her whip.

“Nice try, blood knight,” she seethed at him. “But I know how to counter all your petty tricks.”

“Do you now?” Clarke inched closer, thirstblade raised.

Sammy circled around to one side. Brooke busted through the stage’s wreckage and hurried over, blood dripping from her maw.

“You have no concept of how much peril you’re in.” The vampire smirked at him and raised her smartphone. “Call Lord Redpeak.”

The phone played a three-tone warning, followed by an automated message:

“We’re sorry, but we cannot complete your call at this time. Please try again later.”

The vampire gave her phone a dumbfounded look.

“My tricks aren’t the only ones you need to contend with,” Clarke told her with a cruel smile of his own.

“So it would seem, blood knight.” The vampire pocketed her phone and cracked her whip. She lowered her stance, tensing for battle⁠—

—and then spun around and cast Fly.

She hurtled toward the second-floor exit and crashed through the door shoulder-first.

Clarke spread his wings and shot after her. They both zipped down the corridor and up the stairs at the far end. The vampire burst out onto the roof⁠—

—only to be greeted by a shotgun blast.

Buckshot imbued with Cripple left gory craters in her face. She screamed. Her Fly spell fizzled, and she hit the ground on her side, skidding across the tiles until her head struck the brick parapet.

The vampire scrambled to her feet, but Ashley flew over and grabbed her from behind. She locked one arm around the vampire’s neck and held it like a vise. The vampire kicked and clawed and cursed, but Ashley held her tight.

“Nice save, you two.” Clarke pulled the pin on one of their backup grenades and tossed it at the vampire’s feet. White smoke and luminous flower petals fumed up and around the pair, and the vampire’s eyes rolled back into her head. Ashley set the vampire on the ground and began binding her arms and legs.

Emma pumped the action on her shotgun and walked over.

“Just one question.” Clarke glanced her way. “How’d you know it wasn’t me coming through first?”

“Oh, please, Clarke.” The succubus gave his chest a tender brush. Her gold wedding band glinted on one finger. “I’m more sensitive to your presence than that.”
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The vampire sat naked and tied to a chair by her arms and ankles. Her bodysuit had contained too many enchantments to allow her to keep it, and so the Greys had stripped her of all possessions and repeatedly “washed” them with Dispel magic while the vampire came to.

She now found herself seated in the middle of a modified version of the three-point circle the Greys had used to interrogate Veronica. The triplets sat cross-legged at the points of the equilateral triangle that touched the outer runic loop.

Clarke stood in front of the vampire, while Ashley, Emma, Brooke, and Sammy formed a rough line behind her, their weapons, claws, and magic ready in case their prisoner showed any signs of breaking free. Veronica leaned against the far wall, quietly observant.

The woman glared at Clarke with daggers in her eyes, her fangs fully extended. The Greys had enchanted the ropes with a combination of Cripple and Paralyze, but something within the vampire resisted even that, and the bindings smoked where they touched her skin. If it hurt, she showed no signs of acknowledging the pain.

“Let’s start easy,” Clarke began. “Tell me your name?”

“Yulia Reeves.”

He raised an eyebrow at the quick answer, and she sneered at him.

“That one’s free, blood knight. Anything more intimate will cost you.”

“We’ll see about that.” He folded his arms. “Was that poor creature we faced your doing?”

“Why, whatever do you mean?”

“The bilegeist at the studio.”

“‘Bilegeist?’ Such an ugly name for so beautiful a child.”

“Did you create it?”

“I’ve created many such children over the years. That one was a recent addition to my menagerie, born from a sad sack of flesh no one will miss. Why? Do you wish for me to elevate you in the same manner?” She grinned maliciously at him. “If so, you’re going about it the wrong way.”

“You corrupted an innocent human life. Mutilated him mind, body, and soul. Transformed him to the point where only death could relieve his suffering. And for what? For your own amusement? For some extra muscle while you’re in town?”

“What of it?”

“Just want to gauge how terrible a monster you are before we get to the messy part. Now, are you a member of Knightfall?”

“Nnn!” Her jaw clenched, and her knuckles turned white against the armrests. She squeezed her eyes shut, muscles trembling, sweat beading on her brow. Smoke hissed from her restraints.

“More,” Clarke commanded.

Ixia extended an open palm toward the vampire. Her sisters mimed the gesture, and the magic circle drank greedily from their rich mana reserves. Chalked runes glowed, and Reeves twitched, cocking her head almost sideways.

“I’ll ask again.” Clarke’s voice was slow and forceful. “Are you a member of Knightfall?”

“Nnn. Nnn!” Her eyes shot wide. “Yes!” she spat, then let out a harsh exhale of relief.

“Ixia?” Clarke asked.

“She’s throwing every trick in the book at us, but it’s not enough. I can tell whether she’s lying or not, and that last word was the truth.”

He nodded and took a step closer, looming over the seated vampire.

“How many members of Knightfall are in or near the city of Chester Creek?”

“F-f-f-ffff …”

“How many?”

“Four-r-r-r-r,” she grated out.

“A lie,” Ixia reported calmly.

“Harder,” Clarke commanded, and the magic circle blazed with purplish light.

Reeves convulsed against her restraints, but the enchanted ropes held.

“How many Knightfall hunters are here?”

“All twelve!” she gasped, then sagged in the chair, chest heaving.

“Good. Now, tell us where the Academy of Silence is.”

“I will do no such thing, blood knight,” Reeves snapped back. “I am a scion of the Academy, sworn to⁠—”

The magic circle brightened, and the vampire shuddered.

“Tell us where it is,” Clarke demanded.

“It’s …”

“Tell us!”

“It’s …”

“Tell us!”

“It’s below Bran Castle!” Reeves cried, then drooped limp in the chair. She let out a low chuckle. “I’m impressed you were able to draw that out of me.”

“Bran Castle?” Clarke glanced to Ixia.

“She’s telling the truth.”

“Bran Castle,” he repeated. “The Academy of Silence is located beneath Dracula’s castle?”

“Pretty clever, don’t you think?” Reeves’ voice was weary yet sinister. “It’s the last place you’d think to look.”

“There’s such a thing as being too clever for your own good.”

“Says the man who didn’t have a clue where it was until a few moments ago. Not that the knowledge will do you any good.”

“We’ll see about that. Next, tell me where in the Academy we can find the Prime Grimoire.”

“Ah.” Reeves’ eyes brightened with sudden understanding. “So, our Great Mother was right. You are after her grimoire.”

“Where is it?”

“I don’t know.” She laughed at him. “I don’t know! You grabbed the wrong vampire!” She threw her head back, and her laughter became a wild cackle.

Clarke’s heart sank at her words, but he hid his feelings behind a stoic mask.

“Then who does?”

“Only Lord Baxter Redpeak knows where it’s kept now!” Reeves jerked her head toward Ashley, even though she couldn’t see the angel. “Our Great Mother anticipated Sandalphon’s return and has prepared accordingly. Yes, the Prime Grimoire is usually kept at the Academy, but it was moved days ago. You’ll never find it, and I’ll die with a smile on my lips knowing my companions will slaughter all of you.”

Clarke’s mind raced.

“You said Redpeak knows where the Prime Grimoire is?”

“That’s right!” Reeves spat. “But good luck capturing him alive! Even if you somehow survived the encounter—which I truly doubt—no mere Truth spell will ever loosen his lips. He is the greatest of us, and his coming shall herald your doom!”

“So be it,” Clarke said. “If we have to capture Redpeak in order to learn where the Prime Grimoire is, then that’s what we’ll do.”

“There may be another way.” Veronica pushed off the wall. “A safer way. Comparatively, at least.”

“That voice?!” Reeves tried to twist around in her seat. “I know that voice!”

“What’s on your mind?” Clarke prompted.

“Knightfall operates out of the Academy,” Veronica said, “and that includes Redpeak. He’ll have an office there, and like so many vampires, he prefers written correspondence.”

“You think we can learn where the Prime Grimoire is by searching his office?”

“That, or at least a clue to its whereabouts.”

“Veronica? Poor, old, ‘VAPID’ Veronica?” Reeves laughed. “Oh, please do try the failed hunter’s plan! Between us true believers and our servants, you’ll be fortunate if so much as your head manages to roll into his office!”

“Tell us about the Academy’s defenses,” Clarke demanded.

“I don’t know!” She sneered at him. “It changes all the time! You have no way of knowing what fresh hell you’ll be charging into!”

Clarke watched her for any of the telltale signs of stress or falsehood, but saw none.

“I hate to admit it, but she has a point,” he said at last. “The Academy is going to be a tough nut to crack.”

“True,” Veronica replied, “but the advantage for us is the Academy won’t be expecting you. Redpeak is.”

Clarke considered her words, then gave her a slow nod.

“Point taken.” He looked down at Reeves, who leered defiantly at him. “You wouldn’t happen to know where Redpeak keeps his paperwork, would you?”

“Go to hell, blood knight.”

Clarke watched her for any signs of strain. Her face was surprisingly serene, despite the stress caused by her earlier defiance.

He grimaced, knowing what he had to do next. Yes, Reeves was one of their enemies, but she was also an unarmed prisoner, and he found the thought of striking her down in cold blood deeply distasteful, despite how evil she was.

But it had to be done. They couldn’t keep her in the mansion; she was far too dangerous for that. He could feel the undercurrents of her magic eating away at the enchantments restraining her. What if she broke free? How much destruction would she leave in her wake? How many lives would she reap on her way out?

Images flashed through his mind: his wives and loved ones, dead and cold on the ground, their bodies drenched in blood. He wouldn’t allow that—couldn’t allow that horrid end to come to pass. As a man, he thought of himself as a protector, and sometimes a protector had to get his hands dirty. Besides, he couldn’t ask anyone else to do this. This execution was his to perform.

He snapped out his thirstblade, and Reeves flinched. He raised the sword. A single, quick stroke through her neck was all he needed.

“Clarke?”

He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked over, surprised to find Ashley beside him.

“There’s no need for you to sully your hands in this manner.” The angel placed a gentle palm atop his wrist and lowered his blade. “Permit me to carry out this distasteful task in your place.”

He regarded the angel with a combination of disbelief and startlement. He still remembered the old Ashley, with her broken halo and fractured memories, who’d stoutly refused to raise a hand against anyone.

“You’ve done enough for us today,” she added. “Allow me to take on this burden for you.”

“If that’s what you want,” he heard himself say.

“It is.” She gestured toward the door. “If everyone would be so kind as to give me some space.”

“You want us to leave the room?” Sammy asked.

“If you don’t mind. I’ll only be a minute or two, then you may come back in.”

“You sure we can’t stay and watch?” The slime girl flashed a crooked smile. “I kind of want to see what you do to her.”

“Come on.” Clarke helped Ixia to her feet then waved the others toward the door. “Everyone out. Let’s give Ashley her privacy.”

Everyone but the angel and prisoner filed out of the room, with Veronica hustling out first. The reformed vampire seemed to have some sense for what would come next. Clarke brought up the rear and closed the door.

“What was that all about?” Sammy asked.

“Not sure, but⁠—”

A bright flash interrupted Clarke. White-hot light leaked through the seams around the door, bright enough to force him to squint. Reeves let out a terrible, full-throated wail that lasted for over a minute until finally tapering off into nothingness.

The light dimmed.

“You can come back in now!” Ashley called out.

Clarke eased the door open to find the angel standing by the now-empty chair, her wings and halo more radiant than usual.

He stepped forward and realized the chair wasn’t completely empty. The seat and nearby floor were piled high with ash.

“The prisoner has been dealt with,” Ashley said primly.

“I see that.” Clarke surveyed what remained of the vampire. He didn’t spot any scorch marks, so whatever Ashley had done, he assumed it hadn’t involved conventional flames.

“Is it safe again?” Veronica peeked her head in around the open door.

“Quite safe,” Ashley assured her.

“What was that?” Clarke asked.

“An Aura of Judgment. Those who have committed evil acts—and are unrepentant—will find its light uncomfortable to bear.”

“This is a few steps beyond ‘uncomfortable.’” He gestured to the cinders.

“She was more evil than most.”

“Damn, Ash!” Sammy exclaimed. “Would have been kinder just to chop her head off!”

“The punishment was proportional to her sins. Most people would only experience a bright light, but especially cruel individuals have a stronger reaction. In the past, I have sometimes employed this ability to help me root out vampires.”

“Well, that’s that, I guess.” Sammy came alongside Clarke. “Did you know she could roast vampires?”

“Didn’t have a clue.”

“The aura’s utility in combat is limited,” Ashley explained. “The kind of foes we now face will likely have some manner of protection. In this case, Reeves was especially vulnerable, given our proximity and her lack of armor.”

“Good to know,” Clarke said.

“We going after the Academy next?” Brooke asked.

“Yes, though we need to make sure we’re ready first.”

He found his thoughts drifting to the werewolves who’d made this small victory possible. He’d have to check in with Vince and Mason to see how the two teams had fared. Hopefully, they’d all made clean getaways.

Clarke wasn’t terribly worried on that count. They were unhexed werewolves, after all, who could fall back onto the protection of their packs. Still, with one of Knightfall’s hunters out of the picture, their enemies would undoubtedly escalate their efforts. And the measures they used.

Perhaps it’s time for us to do the same, he thought, and turned to the wolf girl.

“Brooke? How many of your relatives are good with firearms?”

She gave him an odd look. “You mean … besides all of them?”
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The next day, Clarke pulled his X7 up to a low, dingy block of a building. The BMW’s tires crunched across the gravel lot. He parked the SUV, and he and the ladies of Broken Fang filed out.

“Bloat’s Bullets!” Sammy spread her arms appreciatively toward the grimy sign. “It’s been too long.”

“We’ve been too busy fighting to come here and practice,” Emma said.

“Too true, too true,” the slime girl agreed.

“How far behind are your parents?” Clarke asked Brooke.

“They’re almost here.” She twitched one ear to the side.

Clarke stepped out onto the curb and looked down the road, which curved back around a dense forest. The sky was clear, the sun bright overhead, and the air carried a crisp, earthy edge.

He heard the truck before he saw it thanks to his enhanced hearing. His senses couldn’t compare to Brooke’s natural abilities, but his eyes and ears were both far sharper than a regular human’s.

An old pickup truck rounded the bend, its panels painted with a dull woodland camouflage pattern. The vehicle came to rest in the parking lot, and Brooke’s parents climbed out.

“Hey there, everyone!” Luna Hawthorne hurried over and gave Clarke a hug, then worked her way down the line. “So good to see you all!” She embraced her daughter last, which gave Clarke a moment to appreciate how much Brooke took after her mother. Both women possessed athletic builds, though the older Hawthorne’s hair, ears, and tail were a dirty blonde against Brooke’s brunette hue.

“Glad you’re all alive and well,” Vince added, coming alongside his wife.

“I take it the same is true for the packs?” Clarke asked.

“The same. A few close calls here and there, but nothing we couldn’t manage. Those Concealment grenades the Greys made for us really came in handy.” The wolfman rubbed his hands together. “So, what can we do for our Alpha Above? Brooke tells me you want to help us gear up.”

“That’s the general idea.” Clarke bobbed his head toward the door. “Let’s see what Harvey has in stock.”

He led the way into the gun shop. The bell over the door chimed, and he held the door while everyone filed in. The interior sported a vast arsenal of pistols, shotguns, rifles, knives, ammunition, and a plethora of shooting-related accessories.

“Mr. Clarke!” Harvey Bloat’s long, elfin ears twitched, and he rose from behind the glass counter with a wide grin. His scrawny arms were covered in tattoos, and two gold teeth caught the light. “And you brought quite the crew this time!” The elf dipped his cap. “Ladies. Always a pleasure. Miss Grey.”

“Good to see you again, Harvey,” Ixia replied with a dignified nod.

“Mr. Clarke, if you don’t mind me saying, you look like a man on a mission.”

“You could say that. What gave it away?”

“You have that look in your eyes. The look of a man who’s in need of the right equipment for the job.”

“Have I come to the right place?” Clarke leaned against the counter opposite the elf.

“Depends on the kind of equipment you need.” Harvey spread his toothpick arms theatrically. “What can I help you with? And remember, everything you see is for sale, but not everything for sale is out on display.”

“Funny you should mention that.” Clarke donned a crooked grin. “I believe you have some hardware set aside for, what was the phrase you used? ‘Pest control enthusiasts’?”

Harvey chuckled. “Yes, sir. That I do.”

“Turns out the Hawthornes and I are in the market for only the best in ‘pest control’ gear. Think you can help us out?”

“I’m sure I can.” Harvey thumbed his suspenders. “What manner of pest seems to be bothering you?”

“The bloodsucking kind.”

Harvey’s eyebrows rose, and the playfulness drained from his expression.

“You’re serious.”

“Deadly serious. Still interested in helping us out?”

“Mr. Clarke”—the elf straightened his posture—“I’ll admit I haven’t known you for all that long, but word of your exploits has reached my ears. I know what you’ve done for this town.” He made a sweeping gesture. “What all of you have done for those of us who live beneath the vampires’ heel. And so, Mr. Clarke, I have one question and one question only to ask you.”

“What might that be?”

Harvey grinned. “How much gear do you need?”

“Enough to equip a small army of werewolves. Say, two whole packs.”

The elf whistled. “A tall order, but I should be able to manage. However, just to be clear, I run a business, not a charity. An order that size won’t come cheap.”

“We know.” Clarke waved Sammy forward, and she placed a credit card on the glass countertop.

Harvey picked up the card. It was black with gold text that read: ELOISE ESTATES, LLC.

“The limit on that card runs into the seven digits,” Sammy explained. “That enough credit for you?”

The elf grinned again, but this time the expression turned almost fiendish.

“Ladies and gentlemen, if you’ll kindly follow me.”

Harvey raised a section of the counter to allow Clarke and the others through. He opened the door at the back, switched on the lights, and led them down into the basement. Clarke had to duck underneath a support beam at the bottom of the steps.

He found himself in a cramped space with unpainted cinderblock walls and a ceiling crisscrossed with exposed beams. The low height, lack of windows, and shelves upon shelves of weaponry lent the space a dangerous, claustrophobic feel.

“This part of my selection can be a bit overwhelming for newcomers,” Harvey began, “so allow me to showcase some of the highlights.” He patted a long weapon with a bipod mounted near the muzzle, a barrel shroud with oval cutouts for air cooling, and a sturdy shoulder stock. “Take a look at this beauty.”

“What?” Clarke couldn’t believe his eyes. “That’s an MG 42!”

“A what now?” Sammy asked.

“It’s a German machine gun from World War II, famous for its lethality and high rate of fire.”

“Wow. Knew that all off the top of your head?”

“I played too much Call of Duty when I was a kid.”

“Gorgeous, isn’t she?” Harvey beamed like a proud father. “At twenty-five bullets per second, she can mulch through just about anything that isn’t incorporeal.” He knuckled the next shelf down. “I’ve got plenty of belted ammo to keep her fed, along with spare barrels and a few other key parts.”

“My oh my.” Emma elbowed her way to the front of the group. She ran her fingers across the barrel shroud. “Such length. Such girth. Such firepower!” She spun to face Clarke. “Can I have it?”

“Seriously?”

“Please?”

“Isn’t this a bit large for you to be lugging around? Plus there’s the weight of the ammo to consider. These things are thirsty.”

“So am I!”

Clarke gave her a reproachful eye.

“Come on,” the succubus went on. “You of all people should know I prefer my weapons thick and beefy.”

“Uh huh.”

“Please?”

“You realize we’re here to outfit the Hawthornes and Sandovals, not ourselves. Besides, you already have three firearms.”

“But none of those are German machine guns!”

“If she doesn’t want it,” Vince cut in, “I’ll gladly take it.”

“No!” Emma pointed at the wolfman. “I called dibs!”

“Oh, good grief.” Clarke placed his head in his hands and rubbed his temples.

“Mr. Clarke?” Harvey prompted with the patience of a saint.

A saint who was about to make a small fortune.

“Yes, we’re buying the machine gun.” Clarke lowered his hands and looked up. “We’ll figure out who wields it later.”
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They ended up filling both the back of the X7 and the Hawthorne pickup with crates and duffle bags laden with equipment: assault rifles, submachine guns, light machine guns, grenades, and military-grade body armor. The weapons weren’t customized for oversized werewolf hands like Brooke’s pistol, but since shifters could, well, shift between hybrid and werewolf forms at will, that was a solvable problem.

The size of their haul tickled Harvey so much he ended up throwing in the MG 42 for free, much to Emma’s squealing delight.

Sammy finished paying the elf, and they drove the materiel back to the mansion to find Hepatica Grey had already arrived. Clarke greeted her in the garage while Sammy, Brooke, and the Hawthornes began transporting the heaviest crates to either Ixia’s workshop or the basketball court.

“Someone’s been busy,” the senior witch commented, eyeing the relay of Bloat’s Bullets duffle bags passing her by. “What seems to be the occasion?”

“War,” Clarke replied simply.

Hepatica eschewed the gothic styles of her triplet daughters and instead wore a lavender blouse with a plunging neckline over tan slacks. Her platinum blonde hair was knitted into a long braid, and her halfmoon glasses hung from a strap to rest atop her firm breasts. Her violet eyes were bright and observant.

“What are you gearing up for?” She asked him with a crooked smile. “An assault on the Academy itself?”

The witch had clearly meant it as a joke, but when Clarke’s severe expression failed to soften, her smile evaporated.

“Something like that.” He placed a hand behind her shoulder to urge her inside. “Come on. Let’s get you up to speed.”
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“And that’s where our preparations stand at the moment,” Veronica finished and took her seat.

Hepatica nodded thoughtfully, while Clarke, Brooke’s parents, Mason Sandoval, and the ladies of Broken Fang waited for her to respond. Clarke sat at the head of the dining hall table, studying Hepatica’s expression. While the witch—and the Ashen Flower coven as a whole—were staunch allies of Broken Fang, he secretly feared she’d balk at the escalation now unfolding.

Instead, she met his gaze levelly.

“The quantity of enchantments needed is a problem,” Hepatica began. “My daughters and I are capable of keeping Broken Fang well-stocked, but this operation will be on a whole different scale. If we’re to provide the werewolves with enough arms in a timely manner, we’ll need help. There’s simply too many guns, bullets, and vests to enchant to handle this otherwise. Some tailoring will also be required, as I doubt the body armor will accommodate transforming werewolves all that well.”

“Do you have any suggestions on where we can find the help we need?” Clarke asked.

“Of course.” Her violet eyes twinkled. “You’re not the only one with friends around these parts. There’s more to the Ashen Flowers than just us Greys, and we have other allies we can call upon in times of need. With your permission, I’d like to start by reaching out to a few friendly covens who live near Chester Creek.”

Clarke glanced to Ixia, who sat forward.

“Which families did you have in mind?” Ixia asked her mother.

“The Fosters and the Ponds, to start with. Those two may be able to lend us enough witches on their own. If not, then I’ll reach out to the Greens and Wardwells next and keep going until I’ve pulled in enough.”

“Sounds good to me.” Ixia turned to Clarke. “I know those names don’t mean much to you, but they’re all Ashen Flowers or close allies of ours. If we’re going to pull additional witches into this effort, those are the families I’d recommend we start with. Mom’s plan has my support.”

“Then it has mine as well,” Clarke said. “Hepatica, you have my permission to proceed.”

“Thank you, Clarke. I’ll start placing calls as soon as we’re finished here.”

“No, thank you. Ixia, I’d like you and your sisters to brief any witches as they arrive. Do your best to organize their efforts. Make sure they understand what’s going on and where they can help the most.”

“Will do, Clarke.”

“Does that mean the rest of us are in a holding pattern for now?” Brooke asked.

“No,” Clarke said. “We’re hitting the Academy tomorrow.”

He didn’t need Empathy to read the surprise in the room, though it helped.

“Shouldn’t you wait until both packs are armed up?” Mason asked.

“We’re not sending any shifters to the Academy,” Clarke elaborated. “Not unless we have to. The Academy will be swarming with d-hunters and their helpers, be they thralls, servants, or summons. The place is a death trap. We all know it, and I’ll be damned if I’m about to ask you or your packs to shed blood on such a fool’s errand. No, what’s needed right now is yet another surgical strike. I intend to lead Broken Fang into the heart of the Academy. We sneak in through the Portal of Gold, pilfer through Redpeak’s office, then sneak out, keeping our exposure to the absolute minimum.”

He checked around the table. Emma gave him a confident nod. Sammy pumped a fist. Brooke cracked her knuckles, and Ashley’s halo brightened. Ixia wore a worried expression, but perhaps her discomfort stemmed from the fact she couldn’t directly help.

“A bold move,” Hepatica said at last. “But are you sure this is wise?”

“‘Sure’?” Clarke snorted out a mirthless laugh. “I haven’t been certain about any move we’ve made for a while. But my gut tells me we need to save our strength for Belphegor and the Throne. Hitting the Academy with two werewolf packs will only risk the bulk of our forces before it’s truly needed.”

“And if you run into trouble?” the senior witch pressed. “What then?”

“It’ll take too long for the packs to be fully prepped,” Clarke said. “However, I do want one countermeasure prepared. Vince, Mason? Between the two of you, I’d like you to assemble a small, elite team of your best. Hepatica, it’ll be your job to ensure this team is as well-equipped as possible within twenty-four hours. We’ll hold this ‘strike team’ in reserve, should the crap really hit the fan. Otherwise, Broken Fang will handle this on our own.”

Some of the tension left the room after he voiced this small concession.

“Very well,” Hepatica replied. “I can get behind this.”

“Mason and I will pull this team together.” Vince glanced to Hepatica. “Maybe six or eight total?”

“Six is about all we’ll be able to manage in twenty-four hours, and even that will be pushing it.”

“Got it. Six it is, then.”

“Then it’s settled.” Clarke leaned forward. “Now, let’s turn our attention to how we’re going to raid the Academy. Veronica, what do we know about its defenses? Will the site be protected by a Death Ward the same way the Throne is?”

“Almost assuredly not. The Academy’s Wards have always been structured around detection-first, the notion being any hunters on site—or their auxiliaries—are more than capable of dealing with threats. And while my direct experience with the Academy is over a century out of date, none of the intel I’ve collected recently has indicated a shift in this approach.”

“Okay, but what if there is a Death Ward?” Sammy asked pointedly. “I’m kind of concerned about the ‘almost’ part of this.”

“As am I,” Clarke agreed. “Veronica?”

“I understand your concerns, but I believe I’m correct. The point to remember about any defense, especially one as strong as Wards that can kill, is there’s a cost. Someone has to expend mana to maintain those spells, and in the case of the Fortress of Sloth, that cost must be astronomical. Granted, those defenses shield the Throne of Shadows, so both the benefit and cost are in alignment. There’s no such need at the Academy. Yes, the location is important to our enemies, but that’s all it is: a location. There’s nothing intrinsically special about it, or any previous Academy site for that matter.”

“You may be right,” Emma said, “but we can’t ignore the possibility the vampires have reevaluated their calculus and decided a defense that strong is worth the expense. If you’re wrong, then we’re waltzing into a death trap. Quite literally this time.”

Clarke nodded grimly. He didn’t like where this was going, but his wives had raised valid cautionary points. They couldn’t storm the Academy if the very act would kill them.

Was this it, then? Would they have to find another⁠—

“I may be able to help here.” Ashley tilted her head back slightly with a confident air. “I could use the Portal’s unanchored end to probe the location before we transit through.”

“I thought you couldn’t see through the Portal,” Clarke pointed out. “That it’s untethered, impermanent nature prevented us from seeing through it.”

“That’s mostly correct. It’s true I have no way to directly view what’s on the other side, but the Portal’s interaction with ambient magic—especially if that magic is strong and hostile—can provide us with the information we need. Now that I have some sense for what to look for, I’m confident I can gauge whether or not it’s safe for us to transit.”

Clarke gave the angel a curt nod then glanced around the table. Sammy and Emma both eased back, silently agreeing with the angel. No one else spoke up, and all eyes turned to him.

“Sounds like this plan is starting to come together. All right, Veronica. What else can we expect to face?”


Ten


“What do you think of our progress?”

Ixia led Clarke on a tour around the basketball court. He hardly recognized the place.

Two magic circles resonated on the floor with another three in various stages of completion. Teams of witches busied themselves around the circles, energizing their runes with spell after spell, and imparting those enchantments on gear and ammunition. Some of the witches looked up and smiled coyly as he passed before returning to their work. He didn’t recognize any of them.

Several gun crates and duffle bags had been opened, their contents spread out in rough rows. Sticky notes had been attached to each piece of equipment, indicating which spells to apply where on which item. Finished equipment sat in gunracks or on workbenches relocated from Ixia’s workshop.

One of the Sandovals stood with his arms out, and a witch made adjustments to his ballistic vest. The witch stepped back, he shifted from hybrid to full werewolf, and one of the straps strained against his fur and snapped. The witch retrieved a replacement band from a nearby bench and began taking measurements.

“Mr. Hawthorne gave us a list of names for the strike team,” Ixia explained. “Those six got first pick of the gear, and we finished enchanting it around five this morning. In terms of weapons and armor, they’re good to go. We’re running a bit behind on their ammo, but our pace will quicken once we finish more circles. Not bad for only one day.”

“No,” Clarke agreed. “Not bad at all. You and your sisters pulled an all-nighter?”

“That’s right. Mom, too, and not a complaint from any of them.” She smiled sweetly. “I think they didn’t want to let you down.”

“They haven’t. How are you holding up?”

“Okay. The right potions beat caffeine any day, though I know I’m going to crash eventually. I’ll try to get a few winks once you’re safely back from the Academy. No way I’m getting to sleep before then. I’d just end up laying there, staring at the ceiling.” She slipped her arm through his. “Worrying about you.”

“Sorry.”

“Just promise me you’ll come back, okay?”

“I promise,” he said, somewhat absently.

She nudged him in the ribs. “Now say it like you mean it.”

“I promise.”

“That’s better.” She took his hand into hers and kissed the back of it. “I love you, Clarke. I know I can’t be by your side through all of this, but that doesn’t mean I love you any less.”

“Of course it doesn’t. And you are by my side. Every time I cast one of your spells or fire a bullet you’ve enchanted, you’re there with me in that moment, helping me through whatever mess I’ve landed in. Sure, you can’t be there in person, but you are there with me. Never doubt that.”

“Thanks,” she said weakly, eyes glistening.

He bent down and kissed her softly on the lips.
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“Your backup, as requested!” Vince indicated himself and five other werewolves who all looked ready for war, as did the ladies of Broken Fang beside them.

Which wasn’t far from the truth, Clarke reflected.

“Just call us the Graycoats,” Vince added.

“The Graycoats, huh?”

“Had to call ourselves something.” The wolfman shrugged. “Figured we’d pick a name that spoke to the team’s toughness and experience. That, and it saves you from having to shout ‘Hey, you werewolves over there!’ every time you give an order. ‘Graycoat’ is easier.”

Clarke nodded approvingly. Broken Fang and the werewolves had assembled in Ashley’s room before the shimmering surface of the Portal of Gold. He paced down the line, inspecting each member of the team, both frontline and reserve. He stopped in front of Emma.

“No machine gun?” he asked.

“The witches haven’t enchanted any of its ammo yet.” She hefted her shotgun. “This’ll do for now.”

“For now?” He raised an eyebrow.

“I’m wielding it next time, mark my words.”

“A werewolf would have an easier time wielding that gun.”

“Brooke’s okay with me taking it,” Emma replied, and the wolf girl nodded enthusiastically.

“I was thinking more along the lines of one of her siblings or someone from the Sandoval pack. We all know Brooke prefers to get up close and personal with the enemy.”

“You’re not talking me out of this, Clarke.”

“So I see.” He shrugged and moved on. Both Emma and Brooke wore ballistic vests, the runes for Armor and Resist Vampiric Magic glowing faintly on their chests. Sammy had forgone any new equipment, preferring to stay light and mobile, while Ashley stood resplendent in her angelic raiment, crystalline spear in hand.

That getup still looks more suitable for pole dancing than combat, he thought.

He reached the end of the row and turned to face all ten of them: the succubus, the angel, the slime girl, and seven werewolves. He permitted himself a grin.

“Mark my words, this won’t be easy. But it is necessary. We need to find the Prime Grimoire, and the only lead we have is Redpeak. We’ll be in danger from the moment we set foot in the Academy, and so I ask for—no, I require your very best. I know you’ll all deliver.”

Those assembled stirred at his words, and he continued.

“Vince, you understand your team’s roll?”

“Hold position within the Golden Citadel. Pass through the Portal only on your orders.”

“Very good. Everyone, are there any questions? Speak now, because you won’t get a second chance.”

No one spoke up.

“Then follow me!”

He led them through the Portal.
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The Portal of Gold formed within the deepest level beneath Bran Castle, and Clarke exited its pearlescent surface. He emerged within a vast, dark chamber and shivered from the sudden cold. Ashley, Brooke, Emma, and Sammy followed him through, and they gathered within a sanctuary granted by the Portal’s golden light.

“Fuck. Me,” Sammy breathed.

“Yeah,” Brooke agreed quietly, already transformed into a full werewolf.

Clarke grimaced in revulsion. They were inside a massive, refrigerated room with human corpses hanging in long rows, each one hooked to the ceiling as if they were nothing more than slabs of meat.

Because that’s exactly what they were: food for the vampires.

The bodies had been stripped, and not only of their clothes, but their skin as well, and tubes had been inserted to drain their blood into large, covered basins. A few rows down, headless bodies had been split precisely from neck to groin.

“Ashley?” Clarke asked under his breath.

“Checking.” The angel closed her eyes, and her halo glowed. “Our Concealment spells appear to be holding. There are Wards in our vicinity, but they’re not strong enough to counter my magic. I believe we’ve arrived undetected.”

“Seems you and Veronica made the right call.” Emma came alongside Clarke.

“It made sense,” Clarke replied. “If I had to Ward a location this large, I’d focus on the perimeter, not the center of its lowest level.”

“Lucky us this turned out to be their pantry.” Sammy glanced around with a scowl.

“Yeah. Lucky.” Brooke rubbed her snout.

Clarke proceeded down the grotesque rows of hanging corpses, his boots crunching against the thin patina of frost on the concrete floor. He found a heavy door at the far end and tested the handle.

“It’s not locked,” he reported under his breath.

He spread his hand over the door and closed his eyes, sampling their surroundings through his ethereal senses. The whole place stank of blood and rusty nails, but the magic was old and well-worn. None of it came from the living.

He eased the door open and peeked through the gap.

The hallway outside was wide with concrete floor and walls leading up to a ceiling covered in pipes, utility trays, and hanging lights.

“Sammy?”

“Here goes.” Her body turned translucent, and her bra and panties sank beneath the surface. Those articles and her firearm floated down through her left leg to settle onto the floor. She melted into a pink puddle, slithered out the door, then oozed up the wall. She reached one of the overhanging pipes, collected atop it, then shimmied rapidly down the corridor.

Clarke closed the door, and they waited. He placed his hand back on the door’s cold, metal surface and studied the eddies of magic around him for anything unusual.

Brooke’s ears perked several minutes later.

“Something’s coming,” she whispered. “To our right. Sounds big.”

Clarke nodded. He heard the creature tromping closer before he sensed its magic: filled with hatred, rocks, and flame. Like an angry river of lava.

It stomped closer and would pass in front of the pantry.

No, not in front.

It was angling straight for them.

“Get back!” Clarke hissed. “Hide!”

They scattered back through the pantry. Clarke found a cluster of plump corpses to hide behind. Emma tucked her wings in and hunkered down as best she could. Ashley’s wings and halo vanished in a rain of luminous motes, and she dismissed the Portal of Gold with a brusque wave. Its warm light faded, leaving them in complete darkness.

The door creaked open, and greenish light spilled in.

“Fuck this,” the creature muttered, its voice smoldering and wheezing with the charred, dusty exhale of a dying fire. It trudged forward, and Clarke dared a quick glance through the rows of corpses.

The creature was half again taller and wider than him. It possessed a black, craggy body cracked in veinlike patterns to reveal the slow flowing of a greenish inner liquid. The legs were short and stocky, but its arms were long enough for the knuckles of oversized hands to drag across the floor. The head was a neckless dome atop broad shoulders, and the eyes were two smoking pits that occasionally flared with greenish fire.

“Fuck them and their rules.”

The creature ripped the arm off a hanging corpse. Its chest split open to form a vertical mouth from neck to belly. Hellish fire blazed behind black, glistening teeth. The monster shoved the whole arm in and began to chew.

“Fuck everything.” It turned away and slammed the door shut behind it.

No one moved for several minutes, then Clarke dared to step forward. He inspected the magic on the other side of the door.

“It’s gone,” he said. “Whatever ‘it’ was.”

“A ragegeist.” Ashley joined him, her halo and wings reappearing. She snapped her fingers, and the Portal of Gold rematerialized. “Yet another creation of the vampires, born from a combination of dark magic and unspeakable evils.” She shook her head sadly. “That poor soul …”

Sammy returned about ten minutes after the ragegeist. Clarke eased the door open, and she oozed inside.

“Found it!” she reported brightly. “No one even caught a glimpse of my pink awesome-ass.”

“Your ‘awesome-ass’?” Brooke raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah. It’s like ‘awesomeness,’ but sexier. Anyway, bad news is the office looks like it’ll be a pain to break into. I’ll definitely want help for that part. Good news is I’ve scouted out a path for us to take. We should be able to slip through the patrols if you all follow my lead, but keep your eyes peeled. There are some freaky monsters roaming the place.”

“You sure you found his office?” Brooke asked.

Sammy frowned harshly at her.

“What?” Brooke added with a shrug. “Just asking.”

“Well, let’s see.” Sammy assumed a thoughtful pose. “There was this sign over the door that read ‘Lord Baxter Redpeak.” Beneath that it read ‘Invited Guests Only, Under Pain of Death’ along with a list of the spells protecting the place. Soooo, yeah … pretty sure I found the right spot.”

“Nice work, Sammy,” Clarke said. “Lead the way.”
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The Academy’s lowest level was laid out like the spokes of a wheel with the pantry and other storage or general use areas in the center. Those chambers connected to a curving tunnel that formed a complete loop around the complex, which then branched out into more specialized areas, such as the offices of Knightfall. The monsters Sammy had evaded were all trudging along in predictable clockwise patrols.

Sammy led them around the main loop, stopping occasionally to peek around corners. She waved the party down a side passage that stood out from the rest of the level’s dull concrete. The walls and ceiling were covered with carved and varnished wooden panels, and the floor was a soft expanse of black and silver carpeting. Three crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, and black glassy doors broke up the walls at regular intervals.

“This way,” the slime girl urged with a quick wave. “At the far end.”

They hurried down the opulent corridor until they came to the lone door at the far end. Redpeak’s name was emblazoned upon the black glass in bold silver letters, and the smaller lines of text beneath it listed the consequences for invading his private space.

Clarke held out his hand and sampled the magic radiating off the door. It was like dipping his fingers into a crystalline bathtub filled to the brim with hot blood. Regal, yet revolting at the same time.

Seems reaching Redpeak’s office isn’t the hard part, he thought. It’s breaking inside that’s the trick.

Well, of course it would be. He’s an ancient vampire surrounded by rivals who’d love to stab him in the back. Of course, he’d guard his office against trespassers.

“You see why I didn’t barge in on my own,” Sammy said.

“Yeah.” Clarke brushed his fingertips across the black glass. The aura of hostile magic vibrated up his arm. “This is going to be a problem. We’ll need time to bust through this.”

“You’ve got maybe five minutes before the next patrol arrives.”

“That’s not enough to do this quietly.” He turned back to the team. “Emma? Ashley? Thoughts?”

Ashley placed her hand on the door, and her halo flickered. Emma joined her, but as soon as her fingers brushed the surface, she recoiled as if burned.

“Damn, that’s strong!” the succubus whispered.

“It would take hours for us to Dispel this magic,” Ashley said. “Time we clearly don’t have, but there may be an alternative. We can try to create a gap in the defenses. One wide enough for Sammy to slip through.”

“That could work,” Sammy said. “I don’t need much space. Just enough to wriggle in, grab whatever documents I can find, and wriggle out.”

“Do it,” Clarke ordered.

“Emma, I’ll need your assistance.” Ashley leveled her spear at the door.

“You have it.” The succubus placed her hands against the door. Greenish light snapped across her fingers, and she cringed.

“Here goes.” Ashley thrust her spear into the door, and ghostly lightning crackled along the shaft. Her halo blazed, and she drove the spear deeper with a look of fierce determination. Lightning flashed around the two women, and Emma jerked a hand back and shook it out. Smoke rose from her cuff.

“You okay?” Clarke asked.

“Don’t worry about us, Clarke,” Emma replied, planting her hand back on the door. “We’ll get it open.”

“There’s a Beacon spell rising to the surface,” Ashley said. “Far Sight, too.”

“Yeah, I feel them. Ready when you are.”

“Here goes.”

Ashley pushed the spear deeper.

Clarke stepped away and waved for Brooke and Sammy to join him.

“We’ll post up by the entrance and keep watch.”

The trio hurried down the corridor and took up positions near the bend. It wasn’t long before they heard a procession of heavy footfalls along with a low grumble.

“Round and round I go,” the ragegeist growled, its greenish light flickering around the bend.

Brooke spread her claws and bobbed her snout in a silent question. Clarke shook his head and mouthed “not yet.” The ragegeist came into view, then turned down a nearby corridor.

“I fucking hate my life.”

Its stomps grew progressively quieter.

“We’ve got a minute or two before that thing reaches us,” Sammy whispered.

“And when it does?” Brooke wiggled her clawed fingers.

“We ambush it.” He pointed between the three of them. “On my signal.”

He summoned his thirstblade, and his Sanguine Shield flashed to life in a brief, red cascade.

The ragegeist must have turned around at the end of the spoke, because it began plodding their way again. It had almost emerged back into the main tunnel when Emma cried out.

Clarke spun in time to see Ashley shield Emma with a wing and the door erupt into a blizzard of black and green energy. The blast threw the two women back, and Ashley landed on her side, protectively cradling Emma. They both climbed to their feet, apparently unharmed.

“What the fuck was that?!” the ragegeist bellowed and stomped toward them.

“Shit!” He hissed through clenched teeth and waved Brooke and Sammy forward. “Hold that thing off!”

The werewolf and slime girl didn’t hesitate for even an instant as their plans fell apart. They sprang into immediate action, charging around the corner with carnage in their eyes.

“The fuck?!” Even a beast as powerful as the ragegeist lost a step at the sudden sight of those two barreling toward it. It quickly recovered, snarling viciously. “Intruders! INTRUDERS!”

Brooke roared back and lunged at the monster with Sammy only a few steps behind.

Clarke yearned to dash in with them, to support his wives as they faced this terrible foe, but he needed to know how bad the situation was, and he cast Fly and shot toward Redpeak’s office.

“We’re sorry, Clarke!” Ashley called out as he rushed over. “Redpeak suckered us!”

“Can you still get that door open?” He landed beside them.

“Not quietly.”

“We’re past being quiet. Bust through any way you can. Get Sammy that gap!”

“Understood. Emma?” Ashley took hold of her spear, still lodged in the door.

“Right beside you!”

“I will grind your bones to dust!” the ragegeist roared, followed by Brooke’s bestial howl.

“Duty calls!” Clarke launched himself back down the corridor. He took the bend at full speed and came into view of a chaotic melee.

The ragegeist punched Brooke in the face, and she flew back, blood spewing from her jaw. She hit the ground, tumbled into the wall, but then kicked off and sprang back to her feet. She let out a low growl and wiped the blood from her lips.

Sammy charged in from the other side, but the ragegeist whirled around, its long, heavy arms becoming a brief pinwheel. It caught her with a swift backhand, and the force of the blow threw her into the wall. She splattered against the concrete. Her gun and underwear fell to the ground and the walls bled pink slime until she collected her bits back into a humanoid form.

The sight of his wives being tossed around lit a hot, deep fury within Clarke, and he shouted his own battle cry. He tucked his wings in and catapulted into the ragegeist.

The two collided with Clarke twisting around at the last moment to slam into it feetfirst. The beast nearly toppled over from the impact. It angled an arm back for support and spread its massive hand over the ground. Clarke shoved his thirstblade into the monster’s chest.

Liquid fire bled from the wound in a viscous stream.

“I hate you!” Flame poured out of the monster’s hollow eye sockets, and its chest split open to reveal a huge, glowing maw. It chomped at Clarke’s feet, but he kicked off just in time, floating up and over the monster. He wrenched the thirstblade upward through its chest and out the shoulder.

The ragegeist swung at Clarke, but Brooke caught one limb and Sammy lassoed the other with twin ropes of slime. Clarke chopped deep into the weakened shoulder, and Brooke tore the limb clean off. Green, glowing lava gushed from the wound.

“I HATE ALL OF YOU!”

The ragegeist spun around, its size and strength allowing it to pull free of Sammy’s grasp. It slammed a fist into Clarke’s side with enough force to splatter a regular human.

But Clarke wasn’t normal. His Sanguine Shield absorbed the brunt of the impact, and the remaining force sent a brief ripple through his body. The toughness he’d gained from Brooke combined with physical resistances from Sammy made him especially hard to injure through brute force, and he countered the attack almost immediately.

Clarke sank the tip of his sword into one of the ragegeist’s sockets. Flames billowed, scorching his hands, but he shoved the weapon deeper, and then—with a sharp jerk—tore it through the side of the creature’s domed head.

“I hate …” the ragegeist spluttered, dripping goo everywhere. “I hate … everything …”

It collapsed onto its back, and the thick fluids leaking out cooled to a dark, greenish black.

Clarke Drained the corpse through his thirstblade, drinking in the dying embers of its foul and twisted life force. His shield snapped back to full strength, and three of his rings glowed as he gifted a portion of that rich vitality to Brooke, Sammy, and Emma, healing all their wounds.

“We’ve got it open!” Emma shouted from down the corridor.

“Sammy, go!” Clarke ordered, and the slime girl took off at a full sprint.

He began to turn to join her when a shotgun boomed, echoing down the tunnel. Pellets rained against his back, flickering red with each miniscule impact, and he spun to face this new threat.

A group of six soldiers in drab olive uniforms rounded the bend at an almost leisurely pace. They were clad in what appeared to be military-grade vests and helmets and carried a variety of shotguns and submachine guns. The whole group moved with the slow, deliberate motions of advanced undead. Wights, perhaps?

Clarke didn’t know for certain and didn’t care. He merely focused on the obstacle before him, and how best to eliminate it.

He consumed a portion of his own life and cast Bloodlust, focusing his energies on the undead in the center. The spell conducted through the creature like electricity through metal, creating a field effect that drew in more blood, more flesh.

Almost as if that soldier had become an arcane meat magnet.

His arms snapped to his sides, his legs squeezed together, and his weapon clattered to the ground. He began to teeter forward, all while his companions stumbled toward him, drawn to his body by a powerful, invisible suction. They clumped together awkwardly and collapsed to the floor in an ugly tangle.

Clarke cast Boosted Blood Boil on the writhing mass. He’d expected the spell to liquefy their innards. That would have been more than enough to neutralize the threat, but instead the undead soldiers began to swell unnaturally. Their faces reddened and puffed, their limbs fattened, and their chests ballooned until skin and clothing ruptured and their bodies exploded into a fantastical rain of blood, viscera, and flying limbs.

Brooke’s eyes widened into saucers as she took in the twitching, ruined piles that had once been the elite vampiric undead.

“I didn’t know you could do that!” she exclaimed.

“Neither did I, to be honest. I think I just leveled up Blood Boil.”

“We’ve got ’em!” Sammy sprinted down the corridor with a sheaf of “papers” tucked under one arm, Emma and Ashley close behind. Clarke knew from prior experience those pages were crafted from human skin, with script written in blood. For a vampire of Redpeak’s power and prestige, that almost assuredly meant human blood to demonstrate the proper level of respect and obeisance.

“Great work, ladies.” He was about to wave them down the tunnel when a shrill cry pierced the air. He didn’t recognize the creature, but it sounded horrific. “Back to the Portal! I get the feeling we’ve overstayed our welcome!”


Eleven


Broken Fang escaped back to the Golden Citadel and joined the Graycoats without any further confrontations with Academy forces. Clarke wondered if the loss of the ragegeist and several wights had encouraged caution on the part of the vampires. He and Brooke had sensed a great deal of movement from the floors above as they’d retreated back to the Portal, but no actual attacks materialized. If the vampires were trying to wait them out, they’d be sorely disappointed, but Clarke sensed the next phase of his plan was on a timer.

It wouldn’t be long before the vampires discovered the intruders were gone, and then the questions would begin. How did they infiltrate the facility? How did they escape? What were they after?

That last question would be the easiest to answer, given the mess they’d left around Redpeak’s office. Their enemies may have been rotten to the cores of their black hearts, but they weren’t stupid. Someone was going to put the pieces together, and he knew Broken Fang needed to act before then, lest the intelligence they’d escaped with be made obsolete by their enemies.

They teleported straight into the mansion’s dining hall. Sammy laid out the pages of human skin on the table, and everyone started reading. Even Vince’s team chipped in, helping Clarke and the ladies of Broken Fang sift through the mess.

It didn’t take them long to find the clue they’d so desperately sought.

“This has got to be it.” Sammy handed the page over to Clarke. “Redpeak uses a desktop mail organizer. This and a few others were in the ‘IN’ tray.”

Clarke took the page, feeling sullied just by holding the sheet of vampiric “paper.” The page was covered with an elegant cursive script, the “ink” a shade of red so dark it was almost black.

He cleared his throat and read the message out loud:

“To:

Lord Baxter Redpeak

Favored Scion of Our Great Mother

Commander of Knightfall

First Among Equals

As requested, the Task you assigned to me shall be executed with the utmost haste and care. The Galaxy has arrived at Brasov Airport, and I shall depart the Academy—with the Package under my strict care—as soon as I deliver this missive.

Per your instructions, I will be accompanied by a full platoon of my wights, though I once again request clarification for why these precautions are necessary. As His Lordship is undoubtedly aware, with the benefit of inflight refueling, the Galaxy can remain airborne almost indefinitely. We will only land under two conditions: (1) I receive your (or the Great Mother’s) personal order to do so or (2) the Galaxy’s avionics reports a critical maintenance issue that forces us to land to service the craft.

In light of these factors, a force of this size appears to be unnecessary. Please bear in mind, I do not mean to question your orders; I merely—humbly—request clarification as to why these measures are required. I received a great many prying questions from lesser hunters, and I was unable to provide them with satisfactory answers, as I myself possessed none. I was forced to dismiss these complaints out of hand, even though some held merit, since many of those wights were earmarked for other purposes.

Regardless, the Task will be carried out and the Package secured aboard the Galaxy. I have already seen to scheduling the first week of refueling rendezvous. It is a great honor to be permitted in the presence of one of our Great Mother’s Works, let alone to hold it within my hands. I will not soon forget the trust you have placed in me, nor the prestige this Task grants me.

I now leave to board the Galaxy with the Package in hand. May your own Tasks bear fruit, ever for the Dark Glory of our Great Mother.

From:

Lord Horace Obadiah Dedren

Executor of Pain

Shaper of Death

Your Obedient Servant”

Clarke set the sheet down.

“What a charming bunch!” Ixia shook her head. “And they have such friendly titles for each other, too!”

“The ‘Galaxy’?” Emma murmured. “That has to be an aircraft, and a large one if this Lord Dedren is boarding it with a whole platoon.”

“But why call it the ‘Galaxy’?” Brooke asked.

“I was wondering that myself.” Clarke tapped the sheet. “It could be Dedren is referring to a Lockheed C5 Galaxy.”

“No offense, Clarke,” Sammy said, “but that last part was pure gibberish to me.”

“Sorry. A C5 is a cargo plane used by the U.S. military. It has a massive range, which can be extended through inflight refueling, and is more than large enough for the platoon Dedren wrote about. Since we know the Fortress of Sloth is located beneath Area 51, it makes sense for Belphegor’s minions to have access to U.S. military hardware. Based on this, and all those references to their ‘Great Mother,’ it’s a fair bet the Prime Grimoire is on that plane.”

“Okay, let’s assume it is,” Ixia began. “What can we do about it? It’s already in the air, and according to this, that plane’s not coming down for a while.”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Clarke faced the angel. “Ashley, can you use the Portal to get us onto that plane?”

“I should be able to. The destination, at least, won’t be a problem. Ultimately, everything in the multiverse is in motion, relative to something else. There’s nothing stopping me from linking one end to a plane in fight. The larger problem is locating the plane itself. I can use Brasov Airport as a starting point, but how long ago did it leave, and where do I look from there?”

“I should be able to help you narrow the search,” Veronica offered. “That plane will need to link up with a tanker, likely from the U.S. military, which means it’s probably flying toward a base on that side of the world, one whose command staff has been heavily infiltrated by our enemies. I can give you a short list of possibilities.”

“Thanks. That’ll help immensely.”

“The sooner we strike, the better,” Clarke said. “I know I’m asking a lot, but every minute that goes by gives the Academy time to figure out what we’re after and get a warning off to either Redpeak or Dedren.”

“Say you find the plane?” Vince asked, speaking up for the first time in the meeting. “What then? Will you be keeping us in reserve?”

“Not this time. For this, I have the feeling we need a chainsaw, not a scalpel.” He met the alpha’s gaze. “Assuming you and your team is willing.”

“Oh, we are all sorts of willing! Just give us the word, Clarke.”

“Then consider the word given. Once we have that location, we’re going straight for Dedren’s throat.”
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“I know where the plane is,” Ashley said. “It’s flying over the Mediterranean Sea as we speak, high and slow. More importantly, I can get us on board.”

The angel had called Broken Fang and Vince’s Graycoats to her room, where she stood beside the Portal of Gold. She and Veronica had only required an hour to Scry the plane’s location, during which Clarke had ordered everyone to remain nearby and in a state of readiness.

“However,” the angel continued, “it’s likely my Scrying was detected, which could mean the occupants have been placed on alert. Worse, while I can link one end of the Portal to the plane’s interior, placing it in any specific part of the craft will be difficult and time-consuming.”

“Time Dedren will use to prepare,” Clarke observed.

“I fear so.”

“Then we go now.” He faced the other ladies of Broken Fang and the Graycoats. “We hit them hard and fast, working our way through the aircraft until we find Dedren. The Prime Grimoire should either be on his person or nearby. Vince, we’ll be counting on your team to back us up, but don’t take any⁠—”

“You planning to charge through the Portal first?” Vince interrupted, taller than Clarke in his bestial form.

“That’s right. Your team will follow us through and⁠—”

“Look, Clarke.” The huge werewolf stepped forward. “I know you’re the kind of man who prefers to lead from the front. It’s how you’ve operated for a while, and I’m sure you and the ladies are perfectly capable of handling this on your own.” He placed a large hand on Clarke’s shoulder and his lips curled back into a big, wolfish grin. “But there’s no need for you lot to take on every burden personally. You have people for that now.”

Clarke met Vince’s gaze levelly for several seconds. He tried to keep his expression neutral, but soon found the werewolf’s grin infectious. He returned it and gave a slow nod.

“I suppose I do. What do you propose?”

“Give us shifters, say, sixty seconds to secure the immediate surroundings, then follow us through.”

“What if Dedren’s ready for you?”

“Then we’ll deal with him.”

“And if you can’t?”

“Well …” Vince shrugged his broad, furry shoulders. “I hate to put this so bluntly, but we’re expendable.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Compared to you and your team, we are.”

Clarke frowned, uncomfortable with the pedestal his father-in-law had just placed him on.

“If we’re going to do this,” Ashley said with some urgency, “then we should go soon. Every second we hesitate gives the enemy more time to prepare.”

“The lady has a point.” Vince cocked his head. “What’s the call, boss?”

Clarke glanced around the room. All eyes were on him, waiting for him to make the final call. Even the werewolves watched him expectantly, hanging on his next words. Yes, Vince was their pack alpha, but Clarke was their Alpha Above.

That was more than just a fancy title; it carried a great deal of weight within werewolf circles, which meant Clarke could easily pull rank and simply order everyone to follow his lead.

A part of him yearned to do that, but he also recognized it wasn’t just him and Broken Fang anymore, as Vince had pointed out. He knew that intellectually, but he hadn’t quite internalized the difference, and he suspected the piece of advice Vince aimed to convey was that Clarke now had people under his command he could trust to get the job done.

“All right,” he told the werewolf at last. “We’ll do this your way.”
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Clarke was surprised how long those sixty seconds felt.

They seemed to drag out unnaturally, as if his perception of time were stretching like taffy while he and the ladies of Broken Fang waited within Aureum Arcem in front of the Portal of Gold.

“Thirty seconds,” Emma announced, eyes on her watch.

Brooke hunched forward, claws spread. Sammy bounced lightly on her heels, and Ashley stood placidly, spear in hand.

“Fifteen seconds.” Emma raised her shotgun, and a Sanguine Shield shimmered to life around her.

Clarke snapped out his thirstblade and tensed.

“Five … four … three … two … one …”

“Go!” Clarke charged through the Portal’s watery gold⁠—

—and reappeared within a huge plane’s main cargo hold. Concave walls lined with jump seats bracketed a two-story-high interior capped by a ceiling ribbed with supports. Several tall crates had been lashed to the walls or floor, breaking up the space. He had only an instant to absorb his surroundings before a furry severed arm smacked him in the face.

The limb rebounded off his shield, and he spun to his left, thirstblade rising.

Undead in military gear swarmed the Graycoats, and the cavernous space echoed with the chatter of ricocheting gunfire, the crunch of breaking bones, and the tearing of flesh. Unlike the wights at the Academy, these undead carried obsidian swords to augment their more conventional weapons, and werewolf blood already splattered the ground and walls.

“Welcome to the party!” Vince bellowed, then bit into a wight’s face and ripped it off.

Brooke let out a ferocious roar and shoulder-tackled the nearest wight into the wall. His chest caved in, and he puked up blood. She slashed at his throat and then ripped his head off.

A pair of wights rushed Sammy. She grabbed the first by the throat with an elongated arm and chucked him into the wall, but the second slashed into her with a black sword. Lightning crackled through her body.

“Ouchie!” she shouted, kicking the wight in the nuts so hard he flew up into the ceiling. His head splattered against an I-beam.

Emma rattled off a series of rapid shots, pumping the shotgun’s action as fast as possible, which (Clarke could attest to from personal experience) was very, very fast. Several undead staggered from the rain of pellets enchanted with Paralyze, and werewolves used the openings to tear through the stunned combatants.

Ashley skewered two wights with a single thrust of her spear. She raised the pair skyward and sent a shock of luminous energy up through the shaft. The wights dissolved, faces and hands melting out of their uniforms like molten gold, and the angel shook out the spear, casting their empty equipment aside.

Clarke cut through a wight from shoulder to groin, and the two uneven halves dropped to either side. He cast Wide Blood Freeze, and the entire mass of enemy combatants slowed, their innards congealing with the force of his magic.

A counterattack of green lightning shot into the melee from the opposite side, arcing from one combatant to the next. The corrupt energy seemed to pass through the wights without harming them, but any werewolves touched by the attack shuddered violently. A wight’s blade found one of the stunned werewolves, and he howled in terrible pain.

Clarke faced the direction of the attack and took a running leap augmented with Fly. He arced over the worst of the battle and caught sight of a man dressed in an expensive business suit. He wore all black except for his silvery silk shirt and tie. His dress shoes gleamed, and circular wireframe sunglasses obscured his eyes.

He raised one black-gloved hand, the other burdened by a briefcase joined to his wrist by a handcuff.

Horace Obadiah Dedren unleashed a second bolt of lightning that crashed against Clarke’s shield, wreathing him.

“A blood knight?!” the vampire spat.

“Sur-prise!” Clarke cast Scarlet Slash and cut down through the air. His thirstblade ripped through reality, and a matching wound burned diagonally across Dedren’s suit.

The vampire staggered back, defensive runes flaring across his jacket and down his pant legs. He backpedaled, and Clarke landed close, transitioning into a sprint, thirstblade ready at his side.

“Fool!” Dedren snapped. “You’ll have to do⁠—”

“Better than that?” Clarke shouted, lunging.

His sword tore through the cloth at Dedren’s shoulder. Clarke thrust again, and Dedren kicked off the ground, taking a long, floating leap back. He raised a clenched fist and then thrust his open palm forward.

A dark shockwave slammed Clarke back. He braced his legs and pushed through.

“You’re not getting away!”

Dedren unleashed a bolt of green lightning that sizzled past Clarke’s head.

“Missed me, vampire!”

“Did I now?”

The chaos behind Clarke was so loud he failed to notice the wight rushing him until the last moment. He spun, dodging to the side as its obsidian sword cut through air. His thirstblade arced in response, and he sliced the undead man apart at the waist. The legs crumpled, but the torso grabbed hold of Clarke’s shirt with one hand. Gray fingers burned from contact with his Sanguine Shield, but the undead didn’t let go. He grabbed hold with the other limb, smoke pouring from gray flesh, magic reeking of singed meat and cigarette smoke.

Energy crackled between them, and Clarke grabbed one of the wight’s limbs to pry him loose. He was about to toss the torso off when Dedren cast another spell. The wight’s eyes crisped, and smoke poured from his silently screaming mouth⁠—

—moments before the creature exploded into gory shrapnel.

The blast threw Clarke into the wall, and his Sanguine Shield flashed into nothingness. He shook his head, ears ringing as he rose to his feet. His shirt was a shredded, bloody mess, but that seemed to be the worst casualty.

He readied his sword once more and faced the vampire.

“Tough little shit, aren’t you?” Dedren fumed.

“You have no idea.”

Dedren snapped out another spell, and a dark wave bashed Clarke. He shouldered through, closing with the vampire, who now found himself cornered near the aircraft’s rear cargo hatch.

“Nowhere to go,” Clarke taunted.

“Shows what you know.”

Dedren snapped an arm out to the side, then flicked up with his fingers. Despite the intense magic choking the interior, Clarke knew a Telekinesis spell when he saw one. An alarm wailed. Yellow strobes bathed the interior, and the rear hatch yawned open.

Wind gusted out, and Clarke’s ears popped from the pressure change. Loose articles flew past him out the opening back.

“Later, blood knight. Have a pleasant crash.”

Dedren kicked off the floor and floated serenely out the back of the aircraft, never taking his eyes off Clarke.

“Shows what you know!”

Clarke spread his wings, which tore through the tattered wreckage of his shirt. Wind sucked away a few crimson feathers. He was about to leap off the descending ramp when Emma shouted:

“Not without us, Clarke!”

He turned to find Ashley and the succubus racing to his side. The fierce melee of wight versus werewolf (plus one slime girl) continued, but the tide had turned in Broken Fang’s favor.

“Let’s take that bastard together,” Emma added, feeding shells into her shotgun. A light spackling of blood covered one side of her face and smeared half her glasses.

“Together,” Ashley added with a slim smile.

“Together,” he agreed with a sharp nod. “Follow me!”

He shot out the back of the plane, flanked by the angel and succubus. The air was thin and frigid and howled past them once they cleared the aircraft, but the magic and adrenaline surging through his veins served to counterbalance the worst of it. The elements failed to faze Ashley at all and only seemed to bother Emma slightly.

From outside, Clarke could see the aircraft’s four engines slung under its swept wings and the large T-tail at the back. If the aircraft wasn’t a C5 Galaxy, it was something that looked very similar.

“There!” Emma shouted over the roar of the wind, holding her glasses in place with one hand and pointing beneath the aircraft with her shotgun.

Clarke spotted Dedren below and ahead of them, his expensive suit flapping with the speed of his flight. The vampire raised a gloved hand, and a bolt of green lightning struck one of the aircraft’s outboard engines. He hit it again, and the engine’s casing blew apart. Flames burst through the gaps, releasing a long, greasy trail of smoke. Turbine blades ground to a sparking, shuddering halt, and Dedren flew toward the next engine.

“Stop him! And grab that briefcase!” Clarke tucked in his wings and dove.

The vampire raised his hand for another attack, but Clarke zipped by, chopping it off at the wrist. The vampire screamed, gaping at his spurting stump. Ashley ran him through from behind, and he squealed like the frightened, dying animal he was. She sent a shock of golden energy into the vampire, who convulsed with the spear’s tip protruding from his chest, smoke pouring from his mouth.

Clarke shot back across the pair and lopped off the vampire’s head. He grabbed the briefcase, and Emma blasted the handcuff’s chain to bits with her shotgun.

“Nice work!” he shouted. “Now let’s go help the others!”

The trio flew back into the plane.

There weren’t many wights left when they arrived.


Twelve


“The book’s contents are defended.” Ashley ran delicate fingers over the Prime Grimoire. Broken Fang had gathered in Ixia’s workshop along with Hepatica, Vince, and Veronica to review their prize. Vince was sporting a new scar through his left eye, and some of his fellow werewolves looked far worse. The heavy, wood-bound tome sat within a small magic circle atop one of the workbenches, its binding lacquered in black paint with no other adornments.

Though perhaps “sat” wasn’t the best word. Most of the time, the book remained still, but⁠—

The grimoire’s two metal clasps unlocked, and the top flapped upward under the pressure of fluttering pages. The runes around the tome glowed. Ashley gave the binding a hard, chastising smack, and the book stopped moving. She refastened the clasps.

This wasn’t the first time the Prime Grimoire had done that, and the repeated episodes gave Clarke the impression of a caged creature testing the limits of its confinement. The book’s magical aura had surprised him as well, lacking the familiar sensations of blood and iron so common to vampiric magic. Instead, it reeked of something darker and, for lack of a better description, far more ancient. Just being close to it filled him with a sense of dread, as if he teetered on the edge of a yawning, fathomless pit and the smallest mistake would see him plummeting to his death.

“Well, no shit, it’s defended!” Sammy blurted. “This is Belphegor’s personal property. Of course it’s going to have enchantments out the wazoo.”

Ashley frowned at the slime girl.

“What exactly is a ‘wazoo,’ anyway?” Brooke asked. “I’ve always wondered that.”

“Dunno, actually,” Sammy admitted.

“‘Wazoo’ refers to a person’s behind,” Ashley said tartly.

“Huh.” The slime girl shrugged. “Well, there you go. You learn something every day.”

“I take it the contents are obscured behind a Concealment spell?” Clarke asked.

“That’s correct,” Ashley said. “And the spell is buried underneath several other magical layers. We’ll need to breach all of them if we’re to lift the Concealment.”

“Then I take it we need to form a large magic circle? One with enough focal points and power to break through?”

“That’s … more or less true,” Ashley replied tentatively.

“When can you start?”

“Unfortunately, it’s not that simple.” Hepatica leaned forward with her hands on the workbench. “The last time we did this, we were up against ‘just’ an ancient vampire’s magic and cunning. It took most of us and a seven-point circle to crack that book, and I had blood weeping out of my eyes by the end of it. This”—she pointed to the grimoire—“is on an entirely different level. If we try to clear its spells the same way, I guarantee you it’ll kill us all, and probably leave a large crater behind as an afterthought.”

“What are our options, then?”

“I see two possibilities. First, we can take the slow, safe approach and peel away its defenses bit by bit.”

“How long will that take?”

“A year. Maybe more.”

“Pass.”

“The second option is we hit this thing with the magical equivalent of a wrecking ball, and break it open in a matter of days.”

“I thought you said we couldn’t do that.”

“We can’t.” Hepatica indicated those present. “But I’m talking about a circle with more than just us.”

Clarke nodded slowly, seeing at last where the senior witch was headed.

“You’re talking about having the witches from the Foster and Pond families join us in the circle.”

“For starters. What I’m envisioning is larger even than that, and will require expertise we witches lack.” Hepatica tilted her head. “You remember Nicholas Rogers?”

“Yes, but we only met the one time. He’s a wizard in the Weeping Stones clan. He—” Clarke’s eyes widened with recollection. “He shared a theory with us on how Belphegor was the mother of all vampires, in a literal sense. He believed she was an ancient and powerful mage rather than a devil, but other than that, his ideas were spot on.”

“He’s not just a Weeping Stone wizard,” Hepatica explained. “He’s the most decorated wizard in his entire clan, serving as their loremaster. If we’re talking about organizing our efforts to crack this book, we witches can supply the raw power, but we’ll need a degree of finesse to guide our efforts. That is where Nicholas and the Weeping Stones come in.”

“Do you think he’ll help us?”

“Oh, I’m sure I can find some way to persuade him.” Hepatica placed a hand on her shapely hip and flashed a sly smile.

“And if not,” Vince chimed in, “I’ll drive over to his house and kick his ass until he does.”

“You sure that’s wise?” Clarke asked. “He is a wizard.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it. Nick and I go way back. The worst he’ll do these days is set my fur on fire.”

“‘The worst’?” Clarke raised an eyebrow. “‘These days’?”

“He and I got up to some crazy antics when we were young pups.”

“I’ll reach out to Nicholas and get the ball rolling,” Hepatica said. “With your permission, of course. If he proves … recalcitrant, I’ll ask Vince for help, though I doubt any kicking of asses or lighting of furs will be required.”

“Sounds good. Keep us informed.” Clarke turned to the big wolfman. “Vince, how’s your team holding up? Some of them were roughed up pretty good, yourself included.”

“You mean this?” Vince pointed to his missing eye, then let out a quick raspberry. “A scratch like this won’t slow me down! I’ll be good as new in a few days.”

“What about the others?”

“Well …” The wolfman’s tone became more serious. “I’m not gonna lie. Those wights put us through the wringer. I’ve got two men down for over a week. Severed limbs are no small chore to heal from. The rest of us are good to go whenever you need us, and I’m going to talk to Mason after this about filling those two slots, so don’t you worry, Clarke. The Graycoats will be ready to go whenever you need us.”

“That’s encouraging to hear. What about Knightfall? Any news on that front?”

“It’s been surprisingly quiet. Mason and I still have plenty of trackers roaming the city, but the hunters seem to have hunkered down for the time being. My guess is they’re reevaluating their approach after you offed Yulia Reeves.”

“Or they’re preparing for something big.”

“Can’t rule that out, I’m afraid.” Vince shrugged. “And I’m sure news of the grimoire’s theft won’t sit well with them either. But, for the moment, we don’t have anything to report.”

“I suppose no news might be good news,” Clarke conceded. “How about the rest of our preparations?”

“We’ve completed another circle,” Ixia reported, “and three more witches arrived this morning. Veronica has also been chipping in when she can. She’s got a serious knack for enchanting weapons. Overall, our enchantment ‘assembly line’ is coming together nicely. I expect we’ll have most of the werewolves fully equipped by the end of the week, with the rest finishing up soon after.”

“Excellent.” Clarke glanced around. “Everyone, it feels like we’re making this happen. Keep up the great work.”

The room stirred at his words of praise, but, notably, no one left.

“Dismissed?” he added, somewhat awkwardly, and the meeting finally began to break up.
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Clarke watched the blue Cadillac Escalade pull into mansion’s turnabout and stop by the front door. A slender man stepped out of the driver’s seat. He possessed a head of thick, gray hair and wore wireframe glasses over his sharp, cool eyes. He smoothed out the front of his beige, collared overcoat and approached the foyer’s double doors.

Clarke opened one side and beckoned the wizard to join him.

“Loremaster Rogers.”

“Please, let’s dispense with the stuffy titles.” Nicholas stepped in, and Clarke shut the door behind him. “I have to deal with enough of that garbage at clan meetings. Saves me from having to address you as Knight Clarke, or some nonsense like that.”

Clarke creased his brow, then glanced to Vince and Hepatica, who’d joined him in the foyer to greet the wizard.

“Oh, please,” Nicholas began. “Give the wizard a little credit here. Between every local vampire turning up dead, Hepatica’s daughter picking my brain about blood magic and then marrying you; Vince’s daughter, too, for that matter!” He jabbed a finger at Clarke. “Which I did not receive an invitation for, I might add.”

“Sorry?”

“Not to mention that monster Redpeak showing up here of all places.” Nicholas gestured vaguely in the direction of the city. “So yes, I do have a few brain cells and they do occasionally rub together. Sorry, not sorry. Though, you have it on my honor as a Weeping Stone that I haven’t shared your secret with a single soul—and won’t.”

“I … see.” Clarke cleared his throat, sensing the wizard’s honesty. “Well, I suppose that’ll make some of this easier to explain. Thank you for your discretion, by the way. I wasn’t aware you were keeping secrets on our behalf.”

“Don’t mention it. We fools who live under the vampiric jackboot need to stick together.” The wizard tugged his overcoat straight. “Now, can someone tell me what all this fuss is about? Hepatica was very tightlipped on why you need my help. She even called me on a burner phone of all things.” He eyed the senior witch. “Rude.”

“One can’t be too careful with so many d-hunters in town,” Hepatica replied smoothly. “You never know who might be listening.”

“Simmer down, Nick.” Vince clapped a hand on the wizard’s shoulder. “We just need your help for a little project, is all.”

“Yeah? And what might that be?”

“Reading a grimoire,” Clarke said. “The grimoire, you might say, written by Belphegor herself.”

Nicholas snorted, but when Clarke’s eyes showed no sign of a jest, the wizard’s expression turned uneasy.

“You’re serious.”

“I am.”

“Belphegor’s grimoire? As in the mother of all vampires?”

“The same, though she’s actually a devil.”

“Not a mage, then?” Nicholas glanced away, eyes darting without seeing. “Yes, yes, I see. I hadn’t considered that possibility, but it does make a twisted kind of sense. You know this to be true?”

“We do.”

“And you have her grimoire?”

“It wasn’t easy to come by.” Clarke clasped his hands behind his back. “But we managed, and now we need your help reading it.”

Nicholas nodded thoughtfully, then licked his lips. He seemed to struggle to contain his excitement.

“May I see it?”
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“This is … incredible!”

Nicholas rested a hand on the thick, wood-bound tome. He ran one finger across the black lacquered surface, then jerked his hand away as if stung. He sucked on the fingertip.

“Ouch,” he muttered, more as a comment on what had happened than acknowledgement of pain.

“Feisty, isn’t it?” Clarke said.

“Quite.” Nicholas adjusted his glasses. “Mind if I take a closer look?”

“Be our guest.”

“Thank you.” He retrieved a pair of latex gloves from his overcoat, snapped them on, then unfastened the metal clasps. Protective runes glowed on his gloves, becoming brighter the longer his hands remained in contact with the book. He opened the tome and began thumbing through the pages.

“Can you help us read it?” Clarke asked after several minutes.

“That depends.” Nicholas closed the book and pulled off his gloves. “First, let’s clear the air between us. Sure, I know you’re a blood knight, and I have my suspicions about a few other things, but I haven’t been ‘invited in,’ as it were.”

“Is that something you’d like to see changed?”

“Depends.” The wizard adjusted his glasses as if appraising Clarke. “I don’t doubt for a moment this book contains some of the most terrifyingly powerful magic in existence. The defenses girding it alone tell me that much. What a person could do with that sort of power scares me. Hell, the book itself scares me! So, I need to know, Clarke, what do you intend to do with that power?”

“We’re going to change the world for the better.”

“Uh …” The wizard frowned. “Not what I was expecting. Mind being a tad more specific?”

“The Prime Grimoire contains details on the core spells enslaving humanity. In order to undo those spells, we need those details.”

“So you can engineer a counterspell?”

“Got it on the first try, sir.”

“You’ll need some way to propagate that spell on a massive scale.”

“We have plans for that.”

“Indeed?” Nicholas nodded thoughtfully, then glanced toward Hepatica and Vince. “The company you keep tells me a lot, Clarke. I’ve known Vince and Hepatica longer than you’ve been alive, and for both of them to support you, well, that puts certain worries of mine to ease. I’m still worried, but this is big. Far bigger than I could have possibly imagined.” He clasped his hands together. “You want my help? Well, I’m willing to assist, but I have terms.”

“Name them.”

“It’s quite simple; I want in. All the way.”

“That was our intention all along,” Clarke replied without hesitation, “should you ultimately decide to help us.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Assuming you can help us?”

“I’m not the Weeping Stone loremaster for nothing!” Nicholas chuckled. “It won’t be easy, but I have some thoughts on how to crack this grimoire’s defenses. First, we’ll need to set up a twenty-seven point circ⁠—”

“Twenty-seven!” Hepatica exclaimed. “Good grief!”

“You want these spells cracked or not?” Nicholas scolded.

“We do,” Clarke cut in. “What else is required?”

“Let’s see here.” The wizard rubbed his chin. “We’ll construct the circle in concentric layers. An inner three, a middle nine, and an outer fifteen. Naturally, we’ll need twenty-seven mages to do this, and the stronger the better. Also, chalk isn’t going to cut it. We’ll need stronger reagents to fortify a circle of this magnitude, and I’ll need help collecting them.”

“What do you need?”

“Gold.”

“Excuse me?”

“Twenty-four carat. About thirty pounds of the stuff, I’d say.”

“Seriously?”

“One gold bar should about do it. We can then Shape it into the circle’s runes.”

“Is that all?”

“Not by a long shot.” Nicholas met his eyes with complete sincerity. “Tell me, who’s the most sexually active person you know?”

“Ex-cuse me?”

“And a virgin. We’ll need a virgin, too.”
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“Please explain to me what we’re doing again.”

Clarke stood in front of the huge, whitewashed barn with Ashley under the bright morning sun. The immaculately maintained two-story structure sat atop a shallow hill as part of the old, converted farm Nicholas Rogers owned and the Weeping Stones used for … wizardly pursuits, Clarke assumed.

“We’re here to acquire unicorn rainbows for the magic circle,” Ashley explained with a whimsical smile.

“I understand that much, but why us?”

“Well, unicorns are peculiar creatures. They’re extremely sensitive to the sexual history of those nearby, and doubly so if that activity was recent.”

“So, they’re like virginity detectors?”

“Amongst other talents. The practice isn’t as common as it used to be, but mages and demihumans will still pay exorbitant amounts to have the ‘purity’ of a prospective mate verified.” Ashley sniffed. “That always struck me as pointless. Purity comes from the mind and the heart, not the body. If you’re not comfortable trusting your partner to be honest with you, then why seek marriage in the first place?”

“That doesn’t really answer my question. Why us?”

“Because we fulfill the two roles required to make this work.”

“Which are?”

“Virgin.” Ashley indicated herself, then gestured toward him with an open palm. “And the opposite.”

“The more sexually active the better?”

“If we’re going to get those rainbows.”

“But why can’t Nicholas do this on his own?”

“Hepatica shared the story with me. Apparently, Nicholas and Fornication are having a bit of a spat.”

Clarke frowned at the unicorn’s name.

“Apparently,” Ashley continued, “his son Alaric is no longer a virgin thanks to a young witch from the Alluring Thorns coven, and Fornication took offense to being served by what she termed as ‘a skinny sack of degenerate filth.’”

“Ouch.”

“I suppose that makes us the replacement crew.”

“Great.” Clarke huffed out a breath. “Do you have any idea how this is supposed to work?”

“A few.” She gave his arm a reassuring brush. “Just follow my lead.”

Clarke opened the unlocked side door and followed the angel inside. The interior was split down the middle with half being dedicated to a wide, multipurpose space with shelves and workbenches around the walls that reminded him of Ixia’s workshop. The chalked remains of old magic circles broke up the concrete pad.

Beyond that was a series of stalls. Light flickered through one opening, giving Clarke the impression of reflected images from a television. His ears picked up frantic clicking and … the intermittent vibration of a gaming controller?

“Noooooooo-ho-ho-ho!” cried a girlish voice. “My samples!”

“What is it this time?” grumbled a deep, plodding basso.

“Those jerks extracted without me! I’m going to give them a piece of my mind!”

“Forn, please don’t make a spectacle of yourself. It’s only a game.”

“Hey! You guys on mic?” The girlish voice paused. “Good! Listen, you cum stains, what the fuck did you leave me behind for? I had the super samples and everything!” Another pause. “That sounds like a skill issue to me! It’s your own damn fault for blundering into my field of fire! So what if I blew you up a few times?” A noticeably longer pause. “Fuck you all! May your loins forever be fruitless, you fucking virgins!”

Something hit the floor.

“It’s really your own fault,” noted the plodding voice.

“What are you talking about?”

“You took the airburst rocket launcher on that last mission, otherwise known as the Teamkiller Two Thousand. That was your first mistake.”

“Skill issue!”

“Yes. Yours.”

The girlish voice raspberried at her companion.

Ashley raised a questioning eyebrow at Clarke, and he shrugged.

“Sounds like she’s playing … Helldivers, I think,” he replied quietly.

They rounded the bend, and Clarke had to perform a doubletake.

The unicorn was more or less what he’d expected: a gleaming white horse with a whorled horn protruding from her forehead. What he hadn’t expected was to find her wearing a pastel pink shirt and shorts while reclining on a couch so huge it resembled a mountain of pastel pillows rather than furniture.

Her limbs were more flexible and dexterous than those of a regular horse, judging by the PlayStation controller hovering between her front hooves. The air was thick with magic: rainbows, syrup, honey, and the tension of Telekinesis. A massive flatscreen TV hung on the opposite wall, depicting a team of three futuristic soldiers returning to their ship amidst a spray of celebratory fireworks.

This was promptly followed by a message stating she’d been kicked from the game.

“Rude!” the unicorn huffed.

The walls and ceiling were a blizzard of soft pastels, and several colorful throw rugs covered the floor.

“Hey, Forn?” A massive turtle shell stirred on the far side of the couch. It was almost a story tall.

“Yeah?”

“We have guests.”

“Oh, shit!”

The unicorn caught sight of the visitors and bolted off the couch. She shook out her long, luscious mane and trotted toward them.

“Greetings, sir and madam.” She dipped her head, her voice far more regal now. “I am a legendary unicorn. You may address me as Lady Forn. Please accept my most humble apologies, but”—her forehead twitched—“it seems my humans failed to inform me of your arrival. I will see to their punishments later.”

She bowed her head again and scraped a hoof across the floor.

“And I’m Waddle.” A huge leathery head rose from beside the couch. “I’m a dire turtle.”

“They’re not here to see you,” the unicorn hissed out the side of her mouth. “They never are.”

“You don’t know that.”

“We’re pleased to make your acquaintance, Lady Forn.” The angel smiled warmly. “I’m Ashley, and this is Clarke. We were wondering if you could help us sort out a little problem.” She held up her thumb and forefinger.

“I would be happy to help if I can.” The unicorn flicked her shimmering tail. “What services do you require?”

“Clarke and I are in the early stages of our relationship. Would you mind verifying our virginity before we take it any further?”

Clarke shot the angel a worried look.

“Not at all,” the unicorn replied, “though I’ll require physical contact to sense your full history. Ashley, you may approach first. Please lay your hand upon the side of my neck.”

Ashley did as instructed, and the unicorn’s horn blazed with inner light at the angel’s lightest caress.

“Oh my! You’re as pure as the driven snow! Why, I don’t believe I’ve ever encountered anyone so untainted!”

“Thank you.” Ashley stepped away. “Your turn, Clarke.”

“You sure about this?”

“This needs to be done.”

He grimaced at Ashley, who bobbed her head insistently toward the unicorn.

Fornication, clearly sensing his unease, trotted forward and offered him the side of her neck.

“All right,” he sighed, stretching out his hand. “Here goes.”

He touched the unicorn’s clean white coat. Her eyes snapped wide and black eddies swirled within her horn.

“You fiend!” Fornication spat, staggering away.

“I’m sorry.”

“Stay back or I shall impale you before you can impale anymore hapless females!”

“I’m sorry!”

“I’m warning you! Stay back or I’ll … or I’ll …”

Her eyes watered, her stomach roiled audibly, her cheeks bulged⁠—

—and then she vomited an entire rainbow all over the floor.


Thirteen


Clarke reached out to Sammy’s parents the same day. He’d barely enunciated the need for a large quantity of gold when Jean-Paul Eloise assured him Broken Fang would have what it needed, and soon. True to his word, one of the mansion’s groundskeepers delivered a surprisingly heavy briefcase the next morning.

The briefcase contained a single gold bar.

Collecting the rest of the reagents on Nicholas’ list proceeded both smoothly and with far less drama than the unicorn rainbow, and soon the wizards had everything they needed. Clarke had been ready to suggest using the mansion as the site for the circle’s construction, but Nicholas countered with an offer to use his family’s barn.

“It’ll go faster this way,” the wizard said.

“Are you sure about that?”

“Let’s face it, Clarke. There really isn’t a safe place to do this. Sure, this mansion”—he made a sweeping gesture—“has some powerful Wards protecting it, but they’re not strong enough to stop Knightfall. At best, they’ll serve as a speedbump. And, like it or not, there’s been a lot of unusual activity around your home in recent months. A couple dozen mages showing up out of the blue is only going to increase the likelihood of Knightfall hitting this place.”

“But to use your own home?”

“I have all the tools we’ll need to mix and Shape the reagents to the desired level of precision.”

“You need more than just Shaping magic?”

Nicholas scoffed. “What do you take me for? A wild mage?” His lips curled in disgust.

“Just asking.”

“Clarke, I’m a wizard. Why would I do things the hard way when I can craft tools to make my life easier? Besides, the more precise the circle’s construction, the lower the resistance at each focal point and the more mana we can pump through it. Hence, a greater chance of success.”

“This’ll paint a bull’s eye on your back.”

“Like one isn’t already there,” Nicholas dismissed. “Besides, Hepatica and Vince are in the same boat. They’re sticking their necks out, and I can understand why. We’re close. Close to something … tremendous. You think a wizard worthy of his robes should sit on the sidelines at a moment like this? I told you I wanted in, and I did, but that works both ways. I’m in this enterprise all the way.”

“I see.” Clarke gave the wizard a solemn nod. “Then, thank you. We’ll go with your suggestion. I’ll have Ashley adjust the Portal so we can transit between here and the barn more easily. And quietly. You’ll have the rest of the reagents before the sun sets.”
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The barn was a beehive of activity when Clarke and Ashley visited it that Wednesday. The high-ceilinged space swarmed with over a dozen witches and wizards, who’d needed so much room they’d torn down the two closest stalls and shifted several workbenches aside. Even then, the circle barely fit within the barn’s open half.

Mages toiled at a trio of workbenches, refining the gold, liquid rainbows, and other reagents into a gummy, opalescent material that more mages—such as Nicholas’ son Alaric—applied to the floor in complex patterns. Clarke spotted the scrawny teenager on his hands and knees, tracing out glittering lines using a boxy device with half a dozen dials and several foldout lenses.

The space was filled with echoing conversations, the clinks of glass on metal, the hum and crackle of delicate magic, and the occasional bout of girlish cursing from the stalls.

Seems Forn is playing video games again, Clarke thought, noting the glow from the unicorn’s stall. I’d stop by to apologize, but I doubt that’d end well.

Nicholas, Hepatica, and Vince all hurried over to greet them. Nicholas gave them brief nods, Vince grinned broadly, and Hepatica favored Ashley with a more formal dip of her head.

Unlike Hepatica, Nicholas had reacted to Ashley’s celestial nature with unimpressed matter-of-factness. Apparently, he’d been wondering where Hepatica’s sudden stock in angel feathers had come from, and he’d theorized there was an angel in Broken Fang, given the timing of their relationship with the Ashen Flower.

The loremaster doesn’t disappoint, Clarke thought. Not sure what to feel about how easily he’s figured us out, but it has made bringing him up to speed easier.

“How are things going?” Clarke asked.

“Well,” Nicholas replied. “Very well. At our current pace, we should be wrapping up construction of the circle sometime late Thursday. We can move right into cracking the grimoire that evening, if you like.”

“The sooner the better. But will we have enough mages by then?”

“Barely, but I think we’ll squeak by,” Hepatica said. “I’m expecting a few more witches to arrive tonight, which will bring our total number of mages to twenty-five.”

“Don’t we need twenty-seven, though?”

“We have a small bit of leeway on the count.” Ashley’s halo brightened. “I’ll be joining the circle. My celestial powers should prove useful in countering Belphegor’s magic. Ixia and her sisters will be participating. Veronica, too. Those four are part of the twenty-five, while Emma can fill in, should we end up short.”

“I’d prefer not to involve Emma, Dahlia, and Hyacinth in the circle.” Hepatica folded her arms under her breasts. “Same goes for Ashley, but I don’t see us having much of a shot without her celestial strength in the circle. There’s a good chance something nasty’ll leap out of that book while we’re breaching it, and the more solid combatants we have standing guard the better. But”—the witch sighed—“looks like we’ll have a few slots to fill.”

“Is Emma suitable to this kind of circle?” Clarke asked. “Sure, she’s magically powerful, but it’s mostly sex magic.”

“The composition of the middle and outer circles isn’t nearly as critical as the inner three foci.” Nicholas gave him a serious look. “What we need from the succubus is her mana, so make sure you top her off ahead of time.”

“I’ll, uh…” He frowned. “I’ll make a note of that.”

“That means having sex with her tonight,” Ashley explained matter-of-factly. “Demihumans gain mana in a variety of ways, and succubi recover theirs through intercourse with⁠—”

“Yes, Ashley. Thank you. I know that part.”

“I only wished to be sure.”

“It’s a pity we mages don’t recover mana the same way.” Hepatica brushed back her long braid, eyes gleaming with mischief. “I’m sure Dahlia and Hyacinth wouldn’t mind receiving their fill from the ‘Clarke Mana Battery.’”

“Hepatica.” Clarke gave her a cautioning side eye.

“Yes, yes. If wishes were unicorns and all that.”

“I’d need faster Wi-Fi,” Nicholas grumbled. “Anyway, Ashley, Hepatica, and I will form the inner circle with our resident angel in the lead. As for our defense during the process, let me be clear that we’re going to have our hands full with this grimoire. If violence is called for …” He looked over at Clarke.

“Any members of Broken Fang not in the circle will be standing by.” Clarke turned to Vince. “What of our werewolf allies?”

“We’re back to full strength and are now packing some scary heat thanks to the Ashen Flowers and friends. That said, we shouldn’t pull everyone. If Knightfall makes a move, it’d be nice if we can spot them early.”

“Good point. What do you suggest?”

“We split our best half and half. We keep our sharpest trackers focused on Chester Creek while pulling our toughest fighters in to defend the barn, from threats both within and without. In fact, I already have the Graycoats scouting around the Rogers’ farm. Don’t want any uninvited guests while you’re working.”

“How many werewolves would we have here during the ritual?”

“About twenty, I’d say. I can have the exact number for you later. Mason will take charge of the trackers while I lead the werewolves guarding the barn.”

Clarke caught the looks of appreciation from the senior witch and wizard, which he’d expected. Who wouldn’t want that much muscle protecting them during a dangerous ritual?

“Sounds good, Vince, but I’d also like you to include Brooke in your efforts around the barn. If your shifters spot or smell something, I want her to be the first to know.”

“Consider it done.”
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The mages finished constructing the circle after lunch that Thursday, and Nicholas began guiding them through the laborious process of charging its many runic arcs. He informed Clarke they were on schedule, and Clarke ordered all required team members to assemble in the barn after six.

Ashley, Hepatica, and Nicholas assumed their positions at the points of a tight equilateral triangle around the Prime Grimoire. Ixia, Dahlia, Hyacinth, and Veronica, along with five mages, filled out the middle circle, and the more junior or weaker mages took up the fifteen slots along the outer circumference.

The intricate linework and expertly-drawn runes glowed with inner opalescent fire. Wicks from oil lamps burned in front of each focal point, releasing wavy streams of glittering, floral-scented smoke. The mages all began to settle in, activating each arc of the magic circle under Nicholas’ exacting guidance.

Clarke stood in a corner near the remaining stalls, trying and failing to ignore the high-pitched expletives emanating from Forn’s “gamer cave.” The occasional attempts at placation by Waddle proved a mediocre salve for the unicorn’s ire.

Initially, Clarke wondered if Nicholas had forgotten to clear the two creatures out before the ritual, if only for their own safety. Never mind that the unicorn’s antics were potential distractions during a critical and challenging process. Everyone needed to bring their “topness of form,” as Sammy sometimes put it.

The loremaster surprised him with mild indifference. The dangers posed to both Forn and Waddle didn’t faze him in the slightest, and his position on the issue of distractions was the other mages would simply have to deal with it.

“Get over here and support me, you cum-guzzling sluts!” Forn ranted.

“If they weren’t going to before,” Waddle observed patiently, “then I doubt they’ll start now.”

“Fucking noobs and their fucking skill issues! It’s their own fault for playing on max difficulty when they’re not—What the hell? Why’d they kick me?”

“Why indeed? This must be one of life’s great mysteries.”

Clarke reached up and rubbed his temples.

“You okay?” Emma asked, standing beside him with her shotgun resting naturally in her arms. She’d brought the MG 42 as well, despite Clarke’s concerns that it was too unwieldy a weapon for her and she didn’t have enough practice with it yet. The machine gun sat atop a nearby workbench.

Hepatica’s earlier count had been off by one thanks to a last-minute addition from the Alluring Thorns coven (a young woman who also happened to be Alaric’s girlfriend). Hepatica wasn’t familiar with the teenage witch, but Nicholas vouched for her, and Clarke had approved her addition. She’d taken her spot in the middle circle without complaint, freeing Emma up for defensive duties.

“Everything all right?” the succubus asked.

“Just a neutron radiation surge the size of my head,” Clarke told her.

“I’m sorry?”

“Ooh!” Sammy perked up. “That a reference to Star Trek: The Undiscovered Country?”

“Yep. That unicorn’s screeds are having the same effect on my head as Romulan ale had on Chekov’s.” Clarke looked up at his slime wife. “By the way, you were fast on the uptake with that one.”

“My parents were big into the classic Star Trek movies. We watched them far too many times when I was a kid. That one was my second favorite, right after Wrath of Khan.”

Clarke and his two wives settled into patient silence as Nicholas continued to wrangle the witches and wizards. Less than half an hour had passed when a side door flew open and Brooke barged through, in hybrid form and carrying a dead rat by the tail. She spotted Clarke and stalked over to him.

“Here.” She held out the rat. “Sniff this.”

“Excuse me?”

“Go on.” She wiggled the little carcass. “This is important.”

“If you say so.”

Something—or, more likely, some-one—had flattened the poor creature. Its chest had been crushed, and blood dripped from its slack mouth. He leaned in and drew in a short, experimental breath. Then took a longer one.

“All I smell is blood.”

“But does the blood smell normal to you?”

“I don’t know. I don’t have your acute sense of smell.”

“Oh, right!” Brooke thumped the side of her head with her free hand. “Sorry! Sometimes it’s easy to forget, what with everything you have gained.”

“That’s all right. Let me try checking the corpse my way.”

He spread his fingers over the small body and closed his eyes. The aura of magic emanating from the circle, from the tightly-grouped mages, and from his wives all provided their own flavors of interference, but he’d grown accustomed to sorting through ambient mana to reveal the truth of the situation.

And this particular truth knotted his stomach.

“Vampiric magic,” he breathed, opening his eyes.

“That’s what I feared.” Brooke lowered the dead rat, her ears flattening.

“Where did you find this?”

“About two hundred yards south of the barn, deep in the woods. Your average rat doesn’t want to be anywhere near a werewolf, but this one kept trying to scamper closer. I think it was trying to slip through our patrols on its way to the barn.”

“A spy from Knightfall?”

“Could be.”

“There are eleven hunters out there,” Emma said, “and we don’t know much about their capabilities. One of them could be a Swarm Master, able to Dominate simple creatures without turning their brains into jelly. Dominate isn’t exactly a gentle spell, and the less forceful alternatives like Persuade or Charm are ineffective against animals.”

“What kinds of creatures could this vampire control?” Clarke asked.

“Rats, ravens, bats. Small animals like that, often ones that possess a natural resistance to the darker forms of magic.”

“Less risk of brain melt?”

“That’s right.”

“What about insects?”

“Technically possible, though not without its difficulties. Both in terms of controlling an insect’s mind and having it report back anything useful.”

“Either way,” Sammy cut in, “it’s a good bet Knightfall’s at least curious about what’s going on here.” She bobbed her head toward the circle. “Should we abort?”

“No.” Clarke folded his arms. “I’ll inform Ashley and the others before they begin, but my position is we absolutely must press on. There’s no way we can up and move the circle, so we either use what we’ve built or abandon it and try again later. That’ll take time. Time we won’t get back if this place has drawn Knightfall’s attention.”

“It may not be quite that bad,” Emma said. “It’s entirely possible this one rat represents nothing more than reconnaissance. That Knightfall is trying to gain a clearer picture about what the local mages are up to.”

“Or they could have sniffed out an important clue,” Brooke countered, “and the rats are scouts for a larger attack force.”

“In which case, an attack may be imminent,” Clarke finished for her.

“So what if it is?” Sammy mimed cracking her knuckles, though she lacked the necessary anatomy to produce a sound. “What’s the word, boss?”

“We hold this ground,” Clarke stated with clearheaded certainty, “for as long as the mages need.”
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“Let’s begin.” Ashley spread her wings, and her halo glowed like the rising sun. She sat cross-legged atop one of the circle’s inner focal points alongside Hepatica and Nicholas.

“I’ve Scried the first layer,” Hepatica reported. “Greater Beacon.”

“Should be simple enough to remove.” Nicholas shifted one of his legs for a more comfortable posture. “Just a strong signal meant to let the owner know someone’s prying.”

“Beginning to draw it out now.” Ashley locked her eyes on the Prime Grimoire, and it flopped onto its side, metal clasps straining, pages shuddering within.

Clarke stayed back as Ashley and the mages worked, on edge with the possibility of threats from outside or from the book itself. He’d spoken to Ashley and the mage leaders quietly before they began their sensitive work, and to his surprise, none of them blanched at his insistence they press forward.

Maybe their desire to continue stemmed from the amount of work they’d poured into these preparations and how loath they were to waste them. Or perhaps they viewed Knightfall’s threat as an uncertainty, at least in the now, whereas the Prime Grimoire was an all too tantalizing—and tangible—prize.

Regardless of their reasons, Clarke appreciated both their support and lack of argument. In turn, he, Sammy, and Emma were ready to face whatever horrors leaped out of the book while Vince and Brooke kept the werewolves outside busy searching for signs of Knightfall’s approach.

A part of Clarke wanted to be outside with them, but he trusted Vince and especially Brooke to do their absolute best to spot any encroaching trouble, and he settled himself in for what could prove a long, stressful wait.

“We’ve successfully drawn back the first layer,” Ashley reported, her voice perfectly calm. “Now encountering the second spell.”

“This one’s Greater Far Sight,” Hepatica said, and already Clarke could hear the strain in her voice.

“Just another utility spell,” Nicholas shifted his legs again. “We’ll ground it within the outer circle, same as the first.”

“Starting now.” Ashley’s halo blazed.

The book shook, and the spell’s power leaked out of the spine to flow through the glimmering arcs. Some of the witches and wizards twitched as runes burned near them, releasing wisps of colorful smoke.

“Second layer secured,” the angel reported.

“I can see the third layer.” Hepatica grimaced. “It’s Greater Dominate.”

“Crafty, crafty.” Nicholas grinned, and the circle’s glow cast his face with sinister under-light. “If the first two spells don’t reveal where the book is, then this one tries to take over any minds conveniently nearby. Such as the thieves themselves. We’ll need to handle this one with care. Ground it into the second circle.”

“Understood,” Ixia replied. “We’ll take it.”

“Drawing out the spell now,” Ashley said, her voice calm and silvery against the stress leaking into the humans around her.

“Got it!” Ixia laid both hands on the ground, and energy flowed through her to spread across the middle circle.

“Third spell secure. I can—” Hepatica flinched. “I can see the next layer.”

“As can I.” Ashley’s brow creased. “It’s Fortified Concealment.”

“The Concealment spell so soon?” Hepatica shook her head. “This doesn’t feel right. We shouldn’t have already reached the base spell.”

“We haven’t,” Nicholas warned. “Note the subtle anchoring along the periphery. We’re not even halfway through the spell stack. This is a false bottom, and unless I’ve missed my guess, it’s ready to blow like a cork under pressure.”

“If you’re right,” Hepatica replied, “then there must be some nasty spells beneath this layer. We should ground this one into the inner circle.”

“Peeling back the layer now.” Ashley extended a hand to the book. It shuddered, and one of its clasps clicked loose. Mana fumed out of the book in a greenish, ghostly plume. Ashley drew it to her palm, then concentrated it into a crackling ribbon that sank into the runes around her. “Layer secured. Interrogating the next⁠—”

The book flew open with the chime of snapping metal. Windless air rifled through the pages, and energy arced into the circle’s runes. The mages all flinched in a delayed ripple, from the innermost to the outer circle. Only Ashley remained stationary, her eyes ever fixed on the book.

“Shit!” Hepatica hissed.

“Whoa!” Nicholas goggled at the book. “Three spells tried to jump us at the same time!”

“Why do you sound so impressed?” Hepatica asked. “That could have killed us!”

“I know.” Nicholas wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. “But credit where credit is due. You have to respect the craftsmanship.”

“I’ll be sure to send Belphegor my regards.”

“The spells are Triple Create Golem”—Ashley’s voice remained clear— “Wide Mana Drain, and True Death. I suggest we distribute one spell to each circle, with the inner circle handling True Death.”

“Agreed,” Nicholas replied.

“Beginning now.”

The magic circle flickered with competing lights, and many of the mages hunched their shoulders or lowered their heads. A few circle segments turned from opalescent to a deathly shade of green.

“They’re coming in trios now,” Ashley reported. “The next group is composed of Dragon’s Breath, Wide Agonize, and Wide Paralyze. I suggest we continue to divide these amongst the three circles.”

Hepatica nodded insistently, one hand on the ground as if her shoulders were burdened by an invisible weight.

“Very well,” the angel acknowledged. “Drawing out the next layer.”

Lightning sizzled outward, striking several mages, and one of the witches in the outer circle began weeping. The wizard next to her shifted over and gave her shoulders a comforting squeeze. Over half the outer circle pulsated with a green, evil glow.

“Think they’ll make it?” Sammy whispered to Clarke. She sounded genuinely concerned.

“They don’t have a choice,” he replied quietly. “They’re in too deep. One false move and all those spells explode out of the circle. It’s all or nothing, but Ashley’s at the helm, and I believe in her.”

“The next layer is bubbling up.” The angel rose to one knee and extended an arm to the grimoire. “This one has Triple Summon Hellbeast, Wide Raise Revenant, and Wide Ravenous Decay.”

“Good grief!” Hepatica cried. “Is there no end to this?”

“We’re up against Belphegor herself.” Nicholas growled out the words. “Who said this would be easy?”

“I know, but this is ridiculous! I’ve never heard of an enchantment thirteen spells deep!”

“Here it comes,” Ashley warned. “Drawing it out now.”

Energy crackled across the circle, and greenish smoke filled the barn. The ground hissed where the mages touched it, but Ashley remained a pillar of certainty within their sea of human frailty. She spread her wings, and her halo glowed with the Auras of Courage, Bravery, and Compassion, even as she used her power to combat the grimoire. Her magic touched Clarke’s mind with tender gentleness, sharply contrasted by the harsh, biting storm seething up from the circle.

The mages seemed to gather their collective second winds, even as the circle turned almost completely green. Low, quick movement caught Clarke’s eye, and he looked down to find a rat scurrying past his feet. He stomped it flat, moments before the side door opened and Brooke hustled over.

“We need you outside,” the wolf girl said.

“Understood.” Clarke waved for Sammy and Emma to join them. Vince met the four of them outside the barn, which had green smoke leaking out of its high vents.

The night air carried a damp chill, and the ground squelched from the light rain they’d received earlier that evening. The moon was high and bright, partially obscured by swift clouds.

“It’s a good bet we’re about to receive a visit from Knightfall,” Vince said, in his hybrid form like his daughter. “Probably from the south, but I wouldn’t put it past these bastards to try to fake us out and hit us from a different angle.”

“You could be right,” Clarke replied. “I just saw a rat slinking around the barn. I killed it, but …”

“We’ve seen plenty more where that came from,” Brooke explained. “Rats and ravens mostly. Too many for this to be a casual peek. I’m not surprised some have reached the barn.”

“How much longer do the mages need?” Vince asked.

“Hard to say,” Clarke replied. “They’re thirteen spells in, which is already unprecedented. My guess is they’re close to the end, but I can’t say anything for certain.”

“I see.” The wolfman paused meaningfully. “Then it’s clear what needs doing. Those mages need time to finish their business, and we shifters will make sure they have it. Even if it means we have to stand and fight these bloodsucking monsters.”

“Vince …” Clarke turned to Brooke, whose face was as cold and clear as her father’s. They were both in agreement. The time for half measures and dodging risks had passed. They now believed it was time to face their enemy, for the promise of a better tomorrow.

Regardless of the cost.

“I understand,” Clarke said at last. “You do what needs doing. Broken Fang stands with you. Now, and always.”

Brooke beamed at him, and Vince clapped him on the shoulder.

“You’re a good man, Clarke. It’ll be an honor to fight by your side.”

Clarke nodded. “Let’s bust some fangs.”

“Hell yeah!” The wolfman transformed into a full werewolf, and his daughter joined him a moment later.

“Brooke, Sammy, you’re with me,” Clarke said. “We’ll hit anything that breaks through the werewolves. Emma, I want you posted up on the barn’s roof.”

“Sure, but”—the succubus tilted her head—“with my shotgun?”

“No.” He cracked a vicious grin. “With your machine gun.”


Fourteen


“In position,” Emma reported, her voice coming through Clarke’s earbud. “There are a lot of trees blocking my line of sight, but the lack of leaves helps. Good thing we’re not in spring already, otherwise I’d have trouble spotting anything for you.”

“Leave the long-distance work to the shifters,” Clarke radioed back. “That gun wrecks its targets through volume of fire, not long-ranged accuracy. You’re most effective at medium to short ranges. You’re the nasty surprise for anything that breaks through.”

“Got it.”

“‘Remember: short, controlled bursts,’” Sammy quoted.

“This isn’t a Colonial Marines pulse rifle,” Emma quipped back.

“No,” Clarke said, “but it’s still good advice. That gun’s rate of fire is so high you’ll burn through your ammo in seconds. Only lay into the trigger if you absolutely need to end something.”

“Understood.”

“Brooke, how are things on your end?”

“Something’s coming.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“Wish I could. Whatever’s out there, it’s completely silent and glowing green. No smell either, even with the breeze blowing our way. We’re moving up to see if we can lay eyes on it.”

“No sound or scent.” Clarke grimaced, searching his memories. “Glows green.”

Something about that description struck a familiar chord in his mind, though he wasn’t sure why. It felt too generic to be of much use.

No sound. No smell, he thought. That could mean an incorporeal monster. That trait’s bad all by itself, but we’ve got enough Cripple spells loaded into our weapons to ruin just about any ghost monster’s day.

Unless …

The icy finger of a terrible memory danced down his spine.

Unless those facing it are too afraid to open fire.

“Brooke, tell them to be careful. That thing might be a⁠—”

“Oh, shit!” Brooke cried over the radio. “Terrorgeist! We’ve got a terrorgeist out here! It’s strong, too! I’m not even close, and my knees feel like jelly!”

“Hang in there! We’re coming!” Clarke whirled toward Sammy. “On my back!”

Sammy leaped toward him, her outline morphing. She landed on his back and looped her limbs around him to form a bright pink backpack.

Clarke manifested his wings, spread them broadly, then launched himself into the air. He spotted a ghostly glow kissing the bare branches of distant, gnarled trees and shot toward it. Leafless crowns zipped by underneath, and then he slowed, descending toward the ethereal light.

He sensed the terrorgeist’s Aura of Fear before he spotted the creature. It was as if something dreadful clutched his heart within a grip of ice and despair. All hope threatened to drain from his psyche, threatened to leave him as a hollowed vessel devoid of courage, only to be refilled with its antithesis.

The creature resembled an emaciated, androgynous human with wide, batlike wings and an obsidian mask shaped to mimic a woman with a cruel smile. Green flames burned behind the mask’s eyes and partially open mouth. The creature floated across the ground, its bare feet phasing through twigs and tall blades of grass. Nothing stirred as it passed.

Clarke shuddered from the force of its Fear, even from up in the air, Sammy’s grip loosened. She nearly slipped off his back before hugging him tighter.

“Fuck me, that’s strong!” the slime girl exclaimed, her words reverberating through her skin. “A million years would have been too soon to face one of those things again. This one’s got to be worse than Olcott’s, and he was a necromancer!”

“Knightfall doesn’t mess around.” Clarke keyed the radio on his belt. “Brooke, we’re over the terrorgeist. I see three werewolves curled up on the ground. The geist is moving toward them. If it reaches them, they’re dead. Where are you?”

“Approaching from the northeast, but I won’t get far with that aura in place.”

“Leave that part to me. Sammy, drop down and link up with Brooke. We’ll take the monster down once I create an opening. Go!”

“You got it, boss!” Sammy let go, reforming herself into a pink freefall munition. “Bombs away!”

Clarke tucked his wings in, descending toward the terrorgeist. It gazed up at him, eyes brightening with the intensity of a lighthouse. Its Fear slammed into him, crushing his will to resist. Grinding all hope to dust. Burning it to bitter ash.

But he resisted.

He’d faced one of these creatures before, and he knew from that deadly lesson how to fortify his mind with anger. How dare this creature invade his thoughts! How dare it pollute his mind with its alien despair!

His rage was a thin blanket against the aura assaulting his consciousness, but it gave him the breathing room he needed to push back with his own magic. He spread his arms, lifted his chin, and converted a portion of his own life into mana. His chest swelled with the sudden flush of energy, and he cast Aura of Courage.

His rendition of the spell wasn’t as potent as Ashley’s; hers could shine through Fear like the noon sun on a clear summer day, whereas his only managed to part its dark clouds.

But even that was enough, and the three downed werewolves rose. They shook out their limbs and bared their fangs, snarling at the monster. Yes, the Fear still reached them, but Clarke’s magic served as a buffer, armoring them against its worst effects.

They were angry, too, and that helped as well. But they didn’t attack. Instead, they hesitated, and then began to back away as the terrorgeist continued its slow, implacable advance.

Clarke didn’t blame them. He doubted they’d ever encountered magic so cruel and evil before.

But he and his wives had.

Brooke and Sammy rushed past the three werewolves. Their pistols cracked the air, and bullets enchanted with Cripple whisked through the ghostly figure. Its flesh solidified, losing all translucency, and then his two wives were upon it. Sammy lassoed one of its arms with her own, and Brooke raked her claws across its chest. The terrorgeist reeled back, screeching in pain, its wounds discharging a foul, oily fluid.

Brooke grabbed its mask and slammed it back into a bed of dead leaves. It shrieked and lashed out, but Sammy grabbed its limbs and pinned them down. Brooke tore through its chest, ribbons of pale flesh flying, dark fluid spurting. She’d excavated her way down to the monster’s green, beating heart when her claws slipped through without cutting.

The terrorgeist began to rise, one arm phasing through Sammy’s pink tentacle.

“It’s going ghostly again!” Brooke shouted, reaching for her pistol.

“Back away,” Clarke commanded, his voice almost as calm as Ashley’s.

His wives parted to either side.

The terrorgeist gazed up at him, hatred burning behind its mask.

“I know what you used to be,” he told the creature. “I know what the vampires did to you, how they tortured and mutilated your soul.”

He summoned his thirstblade and drew it back, charging it with Boost and Sacrifice.

“You aren’t our enemy. Not really. You’re a slave to their evil.”

His blade turned into a white rod that crackled with red lightning. The terrorgeist floated toward him, rising above the treetops, one spectral hand extended. It sought to reach through his chest and crush his heart.

But it wouldn’t. This fight was already over.

“Let me grant your soul release,” he told the monster, and shot forward.

He slashed down, cleaving the terrorgeist neatly in two. Its mask parted down the exact middle, and the flames behind it flickered out. The corpse made a sound not unlike a deep sigh as its two halves collapsed to the forest floor.

A sigh filled with relief.

Perhaps even gratitude.

He landed beside Brooke and Sammy.

“There’s more coming.” Brooke bobbed her head toward the south. “Hellhounds and hellboars by their scent.”

The three werewolves joined them, their eyes falling upon Clarke expectantly, and a few more emerged from the forest gloom to join their ranks.

“These chumps will need more than hellhounds to punch through us!” Sammy declared, and the werewolves snarled in approval.

“True,” Clarke agreed, “but they would have made short work of anyone impaired by the terrorgeist. Everyone, stay on your guard. Our enemy is not to be underestimated. That said”—he chuckled softly—“let’s be sure to give them a proper greeting.”

The werewolves howled before sprinting into action.
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The hellboar was a mass of muscles and bristling fur that, even with all four hooves on the ground, came up to Clarke’s shoulders. Its tusks were twin hooks of stained ivory reinforced with strips of vampiric obsidian, and its eyeless sockets glowed a baleful green.

The beast charged with crushing implacability, but Clarke dashed to the side and cleaved its head off. The head rolled away, but the decapitated body charged on, trailing a thick, viscous oil from its stump. It crashed through a tree, blasting the trunk to splinters, then slowed to a trot before teetering over.

Clarke shook out his thirstblade and surveyed the battle. Over a dozen werewolves tore through the vampiric spawn in a wild melee, and he caught Brooke rolling across damp, dead leaves with one arm around a hellhound’s neck. The beast clawed at her wildly, and blood matted her fur, but she refused to let go. She snarled, biceps flexing, and with a sharp jerk, she shattered the creature’s neck. It let out a wheezing exhale and dropped dead in her arms.

Nearby, Sammy grappled with a hellboar, its curved tusks gripped in her hands as they faced each other. The monster tried to drive her back, but its hooves kept slipping, all while Sammy pulled its tusks to either side, her arms stretching. Leathery flesh broke, muscles tore, and Sammy ripped one tusk off in a spray of blood. She spun the tip around and drove it deep into the beast’s skull, then yanked it out and hammered it in again.

Then again, and again, and again.

Blood sprayed and bits of meat flew into the air. The hellboar struggled against her for a few more slippery steps, then slumped into a steaming, drooling, leaking mound. Sammy planted a triumphant foot atop the carcass. The gore coating her face and chest dissolved into her slime.

“You know what?” she declared brightly. “These things sort of taste like bacon.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Brooke growled as another wave of hellboars crashed through the trees. “When are the hunters going to show? This has got to be more than a simple probe.”

“I know what you mean.” Clarke searched for some sign of what would hit them next when a brief, thunderous peal drew his gaze back to the barn. He caught a brief flash from the roof as Emma fired her machine gun, followed by two more spurts of automatic fire.

“Clarke, we need you at the barn!” the succubus called over the radio. “We’ve got hunters incoming!”

“We’re there!” He faced his werewolf and slime wives. “Brooke, you and Vince pull as many werewolves back to the barn as you can.”

“On it!”

“Sammy, with me!”

Brooke snapped out sharp orders to the werewolves, and about half of them began bounding toward the barn. Sammy leaped onto Clarke’s back, once again transforming into a pink backpack, and Clarke took to the air. The wind whistled past his ears as he shot over the treetops.

The barn seemed to seethe with inner evil; greenish light leaked through every vent and window, underneath every door, and its panels shuddered as if under chaotic internal pressure. Ashley and the others were still battling the Prime Grimoire, and they desperately needed protection during this critical stage.

Emma lay prone on the roof, the barrel of her machine gun set atop a bipod. A young wolfman crouched beside her, the ammo belt in his hands. Emma squeezed the trigger, and the weapon burped a brief flurry of lead and death, so quick he struggled to pick out individual bullets.

Someone screamed from the dark of the woods, and Clarke landed on the roof beside Emma. Sammy leaped off his back and reformed into a humanoid, revolver in hand. Shingles shuddered under their feet, and greenish light spilled upward through brief cracks.

“Report,” Clarke said, crouching beside Emma.

“We’ve got a few hunters or their servants approaching from the north. Maybe three to six. Hard to say. I’ve done my best to ‘discourage’ them, but they⁠—”

The air roiled with the sudden sharp tang of magic, and green lightning flashed around the barn’s perimeter. Protective Wards clashed with the vampiric hex, and the air stank of blood and iron mingled with the rigid crispness of fading wizardry.

“What was that?” Sammy asked urgently.

“They’re softening up the Wards,” Clarke replied as another spell crashed against the barn’s defenses. A third spell struck, and then a fourth. More slammed against an invisible bubble, one after another, with barely time to blink between each heavy arcane impact. The ground trembled, and nearby trees burst into pillars of corpse fire.

Over two dozen shifters gathered near the barn, with Brooke and Vince at the head of the pack. Some had stuck to their hybrid forms, armed with a wide range of rifles and shotguns, while the rest had transitioned to full werewolves, ready to rip apart anything that got too close.

The defenses the Weeping Stones had erected around the barn were strong, nearly as tough as those around the Eloise mansion, but the incoming fusillade was far stronger, and soon the Wards lay in broken tatters, leaving only the stench of vampiric essence.

Clarke rose to his feet and stood at the edge of the roof, thirstblade blazing at his side.

“Here they come!” he declared in a loud, commanding voice. “Knightfall is about to knock on our door! What will be our answer?”

The werewolves growled and snarled in affirmation.

“That’s right!” Clarke pointed his blade toward the woods, where he spied the dying glimmers of magic circles through the trees. “The witches and wizards in this barn are under our protection, and we shall hold the line! Not a single vampiric hair inside! Your Alpha Above commands this!”

The werewolves howled and roared their approval, and Clarke turned to Sammy.

“Stick close to the barn and support the pack.”

“You got it!” She leaped off the side and joined Brooke at the front.

“Here they come,” Emma breathed, aiming down the machine gun’s iron sights.

Shadows and strange tendrils of mist shifted about the woods, and sporadic gunfire from both sides cracked the air. Tree bark splintered, unseen creatures screeched in pain, and werewolves snarled from bullet impacts.

Clarke knew the firearms they’d prepared would help, but he had no illusions about them as the deciding factor. Werewolves, vampires, and many other denizens of the occult were far too durable for that. No, this battle would be won up close and personal, through tooth and claw and blade.

The guns were only meant to tip the scales in their favor.

The forest stirred, and dark clouds composed of ravens and bats rose from skeletal branches. The ground undulated with living waves of rats, and hellhounds barreled out of the woods alongside undead deer, foxes, and even a few bears.

The werewolves met them all head on.

Alone, the hellhounds and undead animals weren’t much of a threat against unhexed werewolves with guns and body armor, but as the air thickened with Dominated lesser creatures, Clarke saw Knightfall’s intent. Ravens swooped in to peck at werewolf eyes, and rats scurried up their legs, biting and clawing at exposed flesh.

They were distractions. Fodder to be spent without a care. The Hawthornes and Sandovals swiped at the ravens flitting about their heads and brushed rats off their jeans, all while the hellhounds pounced, making them pay for each lapse of attention.

Clarke studied the flow of battle—and its magic. The werewolves were holding their own despite these diversionary tactics, but every injury bled away strength they needed for the vampires and their more deadly servants. He watched, eyes keen, mind racing.

And then he saw it—a pattern where once he would have only seen chaos—now as clear as day, yet with all the ugliness of vampire magic. Mana flowed through these swarms in great ripples, and he found his eyes drawn to their focal point a few yards back from the center of the initial clash.

“Emma, I’m going to paint a target for you!” He cast Illuminate into his palm and flung the glowing orb into the woods. “End that vampire!”

The spell orb sailed through the air and then slowed, hovering over the woods like a signal flare.

A spindly vampire with wispy, brushed-back hair snapped his gaze up, his eyes glinting from Illuminate like those of a predator. He was dressed in combat fatigues with a pistol in one hand and a black, glassy machete in the other.

“I see him!”

Emma squeezed the trigger, and the machine gun spewed a deafening stream of hot metal. The first few shots ricocheted off the vampire’s defenses, zinging into the woods. Green runes burned on his vest and down each limb, shielding him from harm.

But Emma didn’t burst fire the weapon this time. She clenched the trigger, and the wolfman next to her fed her weapon with a long ammo belt. The attack burned through her ammo at a voracious rate, but her aim held true, and after less than a second, the protective runes winked out.

Bullets hammered the vampire’s torso, punching into him with a combination of spells and brute force. Break and Cripple sundered his armored vest and whatever arcane defenses remained. Immolation and Explosion set him ablaze and blasted an arm off.

The vampire staggered back, blood and skin and bone fountaining from his chest.

The sleet of iron and fire and death kept coming, ripping him to shreds. Reducing him to a ragged, torn parody of a man that eventually crumpled into a wet, dead, flaming heap on the ground.

Only then did Emma release the trigger.

“Target down,” was all she said.

“Nicely done.”

The rats and ravens fled the battle, their minds no longer under vampiric control, and the werewolves—with Brooke and Sammy out in front—clawed and chomped and ripped and smashed their way through the hellhounds and undead. Werewolves howled skyward to pronounce their victory, but Clarke knew this was far from over.

The forest stirred once more, and his forces fell silent, hunkering low in anticipation of the next attack. Golems tromped forward this time, each a ghastly amalgamation of bone, flesh, and metal, now accompanied by Knightfall’s hunters.

More gunfire rippled across their ranks, and Emma cut loose once more as the werewolves charged out to meet them. A stray bullet struck Clarke in the shoulder, and his shield flashed red as it spun off, perforating a satellite dish on the barn’s roof.

He spotted a hunter wielding a huge two-headed obsidian axe, his broad shoulders cloaked beneath a long, leather trench coat. He raised the axe as Brooke and Sammy parted to either side, flanking him.

Clarke cut the air, and his Scarlet Slash struck the hunter’s left leg. The attack didn’t pierce the protective spells layering his garment, but it did knock him off balance.

Brooke pounced on him, driving him to the ground, and Sammy jumped him from the opposite side. The hunter disappeared beneath a flurry of clawed swipes and huge, pink fists. Clarke doubted there was much left of him when his two wives rose, their claws and knuckles drenched in gore.

More gunfire thunked into the roof, and Clarke adjusted his position to better shield Emma as she poured fire into the vampiric ranks. She took down three golems before declaring:

“I’m out!”

The wolfman assisting her transformed and leaped off the roof. He bound forward into the chaos of battle while Emma retrieved her shotgun. She spread her wings and shot up into the air.

Clarke was about to join her when a white horse burst through the barn’s siding in an explosion of wood and drywall.

No, not horse.

Unicorn.

“Who’s fucking with the Wi-Fi?” Forn demanded heatedly. She looked left, then right, then finally up at Clarke. “You again!”

“Me again.”

“You fucking with my Wi-Fi?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” He pointed toward the battle. “That would be the vampires’ fault.”

Forn spun with a murderous, multihued glint in her eyes. She spotted a female hunter who’d somehow broken through the werewolves and was racing toward the barn.

The hunter stopped.

“YOU!” Forn stomped the earth with a pearly hoof. “It’s your fault I lost all my samples!”

The hunter raised a delicate hand, and green tendrils burst from her fingernails. Necrotic energy washed over the unicorn without touching her.

“Degenerate scum!” Forn’s spiraling unihorn glittered with all the colors of the rainbow, and the vampire raised a questioning eyebrow.

Forn lowered her head and galloped toward the vampire with swiftness no horse could match. Her passage left a glittering, tinkling trail, and the vampire’s eyes widened with a combination of shock and horror. She clearly hadn’t expected to be facing a unicorn, and quickly spun to retreat.

This had the unfortunate effect (from the vampire’s perspective) of presenting her behind to the unicorn.

Or, more specifically, her butt cheeks.

Fornication rammed the full length of her horn straight up the vampire’s ass. The woman screamed bloody murder and tried desperately to push herself off, but the horn wouldn’t budge, and her skin sizzled wherever she touched the unicorn. Clarke could only imagine what was happening to her colon.

Or perhaps he didn’t want to.

Forn lifted the vampire into the air, who flailed about in agonizing, shrieking pain. Colorful sparkles scintillated across the unicorn’s flanks. They gathered around her head then shot up through her horn.

The vampire swelled like an inflating balloon. Her cries turned into a gurgle, and liquid rainbows spewed out her mouth and nose. Her eyes bugged out, and then she exploded into a shower of multicolored confetti completely devoid of blood or guts. The “explosion” had been more of a pop and came accompanied by what sounded like a chorus of children cheering.

The unicorn shook bits of falling confetti from her proud, pristine head.

“Fuck you and the hellbeast you rode in on!” She whirled to face Clarke. “What’s your problem?”

“Nothing,” Clarke replied simply. “I have no problems with you at all.”

“Good.” The unicorn trotted back toward the hole in the barn. “I’ll be inside sulking if anyone needs me.”

And with that, Fornication the Unicorn departed the battle.

Clarke shook himself. He’d seen stranger sights over the past year.

But not by much.

He spread his wings and was about to join the battle when someone whistled at him from the left. He spun quickly and caught sight of a lone figure clad in a knee-length frock coat, standing out in the open on the far side of the barn. The man whistled a jaunty tune at Clarke, then removed his top hat. His skin was pale and his hair black.

Lord Baxter Redpeak swept his arm into an overly theatrical bow. He grinned malevolently at Clarke, never taking his dark, reddish eyes off him.
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Clarke landed across from the commander of Knightfall, the murderer of his parents, and one of the most dangerous creatures on the face of the planet.

The vampire made no move to attack. Instead, he adjusted his elaborate cravat.

“What’s your game, Redpeak?” Clarke demanded. “Not attacking with the rest of your ilk?”

“Oh, let them have their fun.” The vampire made a slight shooing gesture.

Someone cried out from beyond the barn. It was a shrill, terrified sound.

“They’ve found something,” Clarke noted dryly, “but I doubt it’s ‘fun.’”

A second scream followed, this one far lower in pitch.

“My minions will amass a respectable body count, I’m sure.” Redpeak pointed to Clarke with an open palm. “I’m far more interested in you. A blood knight found within Lady Iram’s territory, just as Mother Belphegor predicted. And quite a powerful one by the look of your wings.”

Clarke glanced to the side. He shook out one of his wings, glimpsing his own crimson feathers.

“What of it?”

“Your nature as a nephilim is awakening. That alone is impressive. I wonder what other tricks you have up your proverbial sleeves. Werewolf traits, almost assuredly, given their abundance in this fight, but what else, I wonder? I Scried a slime and a succubus within your entourage, and there are a great many mages within the barn. How deeply have you supped at their power?” Redpeak seemed to shiver with excitement. “Oh, it’s been too long since I’ve faced a blood knight of your quality. Look at me. I’m trembling with anticipation. Could you finally be the one to possess what I’ve sought all these long, long years? Oh, what a glorious day this is!”

“You here to talk my ear off?”

“No, blood knight. I’m here to fight you.” The vampire snapped his arms to either side, and obsidian daggers materialized in his hands. “Or rather, to duel you. Just you, and me. Two men of great power, clashing on the field of honor.”

“There’s nothing honorable about you vampires.”

“I was speaking metaphorically.”

“What if I call for help?”

“You won’t.”

“And why not?”

“It’s quite simple.” Redpeak pointed a dagger past him. “Your objective is to protect the barn.” He tipped the dagger back to himself. “Mine is to fight you. As long as you oblige me with the single combat I desire, I have no business with the barn. Or the Prime Grimoire they’re attempting to open. Not tonight, at least.”

Clarke narrowed his eyes and dipped into his incubus powers.

“Ah.” The vampire grinned knowingly. “You’re using Empathy on me. Clever, but also informative.” He spread his arms. “Please. Don’t be shy. Read my emotions to your heart’s content. What do they say?”

“That you’re telling the truth, as hard as I find that to believe.”

“Why would that be so unusual? I’m old. Far older than you could possibly comprehend, and what I’ve yearned for across all my years has proven so frustratingly elusive.”

“What might that be?”

Redpeak’s eyes glinted with malice. “A worthy opponent.”

He crossed his arms over his chest in precisely the same manner Heinrich had all those months ago and bowed slightly. Clarke lowered his stance and raised his thirstblade, refusing to return the courtesy.

Redpeak merely smiled and settled into his own fighting stance: legs loose and bouncy, daggers spread low and ready.

“Let us begin.”

The vampire burst forward, crossing the distance in a flash, and Clarke met him with a rising stroke. Their blades met in a cataclysmic blast of green and red lightning that stripped paint off the barn and cleared the ground of loose debris. They broke, clashed again, then broke once more.

“Yes, you are powerful,” Redpeak uttered with relish. “Don’t disappoint me now.”

He flashed forward again, so fast he almost seemed to teleport. Clarke spread his wings and took to the air. Redpeak shot up after him. He darted in, stabbing, and his blades sang like finely tuned bells with each of Clarke’s blocks.

The two wheeled through the air, curving about each other above the treetops before settling back to the ground. Clarke fought defensively at first, sizing the hunter up. Redpeak had certainly earned his reputation; he was as adept in the air as he was on the ground, and his style was swift and deadly. In terms of weaponry, Clarke held the advantage in reach, while Redpeak’s daggers gave him the edge in speed and the ability to threaten his opponent from multiple angles.

The vampire’s technique was superb. Remarkable even. Almost akin to a dance with death as its climax.

But he wasn’t unbeatable.

For all the vampire’s vaunted reputation, he was still just a man, grounded by the same laws of physics and magic Clarke was. He could be made to cut and bleed just like anyone else.

A solid strike against his heart or the head. That was all it would take.

Clarke may have lacked Redpeak’s centuries of experience, but he began to wonder if he possessed a slight edge in raw power and, perhaps, durability. Could he overcome this foe’s defenses if he pressed the attack aggressively enough? Could he trade blows until he’d finally worn the elite hunter down?

He began to tip his style away from defense toward offense. The shift worked, and Redpeak retreated more often than he advanced. Clarke pressed the attack, and then, in the ringing aftermath of their next clash, he saw it.

Saw the opening.

Clarke lunged, accepting the shallow cut across his forearm to thrust through Redpeak’s left wrist. The tip of his thirstblade sank through the sleeve, but instead of meeting flesh, wisps of shadow greeted it, pluming outward around the blade. He sensed no vitality within the man, no stores of strength for his Drain to drink from.

Only a cold nothingness.

It was as if the vampire didn’t even exist.

He jerked his blade back and brought up his defense, parrying Redpeak’s attack. He tried again less than a minute later, and this time managed to slash through the man’s thigh.

Nothing.

No cries of pain.

No sprays of blood.

Only a brief exhale of shadow and smoke that reformed almost instantly.

He cast Blood Freeze.

No effect.

He cast Sanguine Prison.

Redpeak slipped through the chains effortlessly.

He backed away and cast Scarlet Slash.

Redpeak split in half then reformed.

Clarke tried everything in his arsenal, but none of his hits were landing. Or, if they were, they weren’t doing any damage. Worse, most of his attacks came with a cost as Redpeak’s darting blades found their mark. Those wounds were small on their own and buffered by his Sanguine Shield, but they were starting to add up.

His mind raced as he searched for a solution.

What was he even fighting? A man or a shadow?

Their blades chimed against each other, and Redpeak took a floating leap back. He settled into a casual stance, daggers at his sides.

“Hmm,” he murmured, sounding disappointed. “Perhaps you’re not the one. Such a pity.” He pointed with one of his blades. “Die knowing this, blood knight. You at least accounted for yourself better than most.”

Redpeak’s eyes flashed green, and his spell punched into Clarke’s chest, shattering through the tattered remains of his Sanguine Shield. Something cold and sickly and cloying gripped his heart. It was as if a hand composed of putrid sludge had sunk into his chest, found his heart⁠—

—and began to squeeze.

His chest thumped hard and fast, laboring through each vital beat, but struggling and slowing.

His vision clouded, and he cast Purify. A hot, vibrant shock burned the sickness away, and he readied his thirstblade once more.

“Oh?” Redpeak raised an eyebrow. “It’s not every day you see someone resist True Death. Seems there’s more to you than I realized.”

He hit Clarke with another spell that seemed to suffocate him in a pool filled with soft, rotting flesh. The magic coated him like a runny, revolting liquid. It clogged his eyes, poured up his nose and down his throat. He wanted to vomit, and he almost did before his Purify magic scorched the sickness away.

“Even Ravenous Decay can’t harm you?” Redpeak tilted his head. “That should have been fatal, if not quite so swiftly.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” Clarke grunted, raising his blade. Somehow, he kept himself upright.

Something above his head drew Redpeak’s eye, and the vampire took a step back.

“Clarke!”

He half turned at the sound of Ashley’s voice.

“Welcome to the party,” he replied. “You and the mages done inside?”

“We are.” The angel landed beside him, spear in hand, halo as bright as molten gold. “Most will assist the werewolves, but I thought you might appreciate a helping hand, given your opponent.”

“Consider your hand appreciated.”

Redpeak readied his daggers, his eyes on the angel.

“Watch out,” Clarke whispered out the side of his mouth. “Redpeak has this shadow ability that—” He paused, something about the word “shadow” jogging thoughts loose in his mind. He studied the vampire, his stance, and the focal point of his gaze.

He hadn’t taken his eyes off Ashley.

It was as if Clarke no longer existed.

“Ashley?”

“Yes, my love?”

“Cast Aura of Judgment.”

She didn’t ask why. Didn’t voice her concerns or take time to remind him that the spell worked too slowly to be of much use in combat. She simply acted, trusting him as he trusted her.

She floated off the ground, spread her wings and arms, and filled the world with angelic radiance.

Redpeak flinched back. He squinted his eyes and raised an arm to shield his face, even as his entire body evaporated into black smoke. A second Redpeak appeared roughly twenty yards back from the first and in the exact same pose. He raised his frock coat to cover his face up to his eyes.

But those eyes stayed open, enduring whatever pain Ashley’s aura inflicted upon him.

“Care to face me yourself?” Clarke taunted, pointing at the vampire with his thirstblade.

“Perhaps another time. Circumstances have spoiled our moment.” Redpeak crossed his arms again and dipped his head in a brief bow. “Till next we meet, blood knight.”

He dissolved into shadows that melted into the deep dark of the forest.

Clarke took a slow breath and lowered his sword. He and Ashley stood in silence, watching the tree line for any sign Knightfall’s leader would return.

They saw none.

“Shall we go assist the others?” Ashley asked after a while.

“Yeah,” he sighed more than said. “Just as soon as I catch my breath …”

His knees gave out, and he collapsed forward.

He would have faceplanted in the dirt if Ashley hadn’t caught him.


Fifteen


Clarke awoke within a woman’s warm embrace atop the soft folds of a bed. The woman had draped her arm over his chest, legs entwined with his, lips gently nuzzling the nape of his neck.

This wasn’t an unusual way for him to start his day, but the mental juxtaposition from his battle with Redpeak sparked an urgent need to bolt out of bed, and he gasped.

“Shh,” Ashley soothed with a hand on his chest. “It’s all right. You’re all right.”

He turned to her, heart and mind racing.

“You’re safe.” Her deep blue eyes were filled with tenderness.

He glanced around, trying to orient himself. His brain felt like it had been passed through a meat grinder and put back together by a less-than-competent neurologist. He squeezed his eyes shut, shook his head, and opened them.

He gazed once more into the angel’s loving face, but then he felt his own vision gravitate downward.

Toward her skimpy nurse costume, featuring a cleavage window between her ample breasts. His eyes flicked up to her face.

“Ashley?”

“Yes?”

“What are you wearing?”

This wasn’t his most critical question, but something compelled him to ask it first.

“Sammy suggested I wear this.” Ashley ran a hand down the generous curve of her hip.

She wore a short, tight dress with garter straps holding her white stockings taut. A nurse’s cap with a large red cross and a pair of white stiletto heels completed the outfit.

“She seemed confident this would brighten your day.”

“Ah.”

“Is it working?” She stretched luxuriantly over him.

“Got to say, as ways to wake up, this ranks pretty high.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

He glanced around the room. His room. He guessed it to be early morning, judging by the angle of the light through the blinds. He had no recollection of leaving the Rogers homestead.

“Did we win?” he asked.

“The battle, yes, though much work remains to be done.” Ashley sat up, and he shuffled back, propping himself up on a mound of pillows. “Redpeak retreated shortly before you lost consciousness, and the survivors of Knightfall pulled out soon after. Your duel with Redpeak proved to be a tipping point. Things would have gotten messy, and perhaps even desperate, had Knightfall stayed in the fight. As it stands, we gave far worse than we got.”

“Good. Good.” He massaged his temples. “The Prime Grimoire?”

“We succeeded in breaking through its protective spells. Hepatica, Nicholas, Veronica, and Ixia—along with a few other mages—are all studying the tome now. I would be with them but I felt it important to be by your side when you awoke.” She gave him a curious, almost sad smile. “Especially given what happened to you last night.”

“Tell me about it.” He gave his cheeks a firm smack. “Those spells Redpeak hit me with were no joke.”

“That’s not exactly what I mean, but yes. The spells were True Death and Ravenous Decay—the same attacks that killed your parents, cast by the same vampire. The fact that you survived is a testament to how much you’ve grown.”

“Sammy’s resistances?”

“In concert with your emergent nephilim powers.” Her eyes darted briefly up above his head. “A number of factors are combining within you in … an unexpected manner.”

“Is that a good ‘unexpected,’ or a bad one?”

“Good.” Her eyes flicked upward again. “Very, very good. You’re alive thanks to these ongoing changes.” She paused thoughtfully. “Though, looking back at what you endured, I’m surprised you were able to remain standing at all.”

“I was trying to bluff Redpeak.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Because there wasn’t much else I could do after he’d walloped me that hard.”

“It worked.” Her hand found his and squeezed his palm. “You saved a lot of lives last night, and everyone knows it. Your wives, the mages, and the werewolves. They all know you stood up to Redpeak. And while you didn’t win, you didn’t lose either. You’re a hero to them now, if you weren’t already. Even mages who hardly know you are now speaking your name with hushed reverence.”

“Aren’t you overselling me a bit?” Clarke slipped his fingers through hers. “Redpeak started backing off as soon as he saw you.”

The celestial shook her head with a smile.

“Come on, Ashley. I was there. I saw him looking over and past me. He spotted you floating toward us.”

“Yes, but that’s not what unnerved him. Or, at least, not the only factor.” She reached over to the nightstand and handed him a small mirror. “Take a look.”

Clarke raised the mirror. He studied his reflection for several seconds, turned his head left and right, then finally lowered it with a frown.

“My mug looks the same as always. Maybe a little worse for wear after last night. What am I supposed to be looking at?”

“Try tilting the mirror back.”

“Okay, but⁠—”

He did so, then froze, sucking in a sharp breath.

A faint circlet of crimson light hovered a few inches over his brow.

It was a halo. A red halo, translucent to the point of almost not being there.

But it was there.

He held the mirror with one hand and passed the other through the ghostly ring. It was as insubstantial as mist, and yet he sensed its presence. Its connection. The halo was a part of him, but more than that, it allowed him to tap into something … else. He wasn’t sure what that “else” was; the link was tenuous at best, yet filled with a rich, welcoming light.

He concentrated experimentally, and the halo vanished.

He concentrated again, and it reappeared.

“Redpeak saw your halo,” Ashley explained, “and because of that, he lost his nerve.”

“I take it this isn’t normal for a blood knight?”

“No. You’re the first in over nine hundred years to manifest your nephilim nature like this. Redpeak, despite his age and experience, has never encountered a blood knight like you.”

Clarke left the halo invisible and handed the mirror back.

“How do you feel?” Ashley asked.

“Like I’m starting to bounce back. I take it you and the others helped draw out the Decay.”

“Unnecessary.”

“What do you mean?”

“You Purified it all on your own. You may not have realized this in the moment, but you cast Boosted Greater Purify, and that spell—combined with all the resistances you’ve built up—was enough to purge its evil in its entirety.” Ashley gazed at him warmly. “So, you see, those spells didn’t actually ‘wallop’ you.”

“I walloped myself with the cost of Greater Purify?”

“That’s right. That’s why your bluff worked so well. From Redpeak’s perspective, his best spells had zero impact on you. To him, it was like he was firing blanks. After which, your halo appeared.”

“And so he decided to retreat. To reconsider how best to take me down.” Clarke snorted. “Even though he could have knocked me over with a feather.”

“True, but he was too off balance to catch that.”

“Lucky us. What about the shifters and mages? Where are they? Rogers’ place isn’t safe anymore.”

“The survivors are with us at the mansion. We brought them here through the Portal of Gold.”

“The survivors …” Clarke’s expression turned grim. “How bad were our losses?”

“The werewolves took the brunt of it.” The angel glanced away. “Most are doing well thanks to the mages. Those with the talent for healing haven’t rested since we came back, and neither has Sammy. Almost everyone who was alive when we retreated is still alive now.”

“‘Most’?”

Ashley nodded sadly. “There were a few we couldn’t save. We lost six in total.” She swallowed before continuing. “Including Brooke’s father.”
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Clarke found Brooke in the basketball court, which now doubled as a makeshift field hospital in addition to its role in arms preparation. Witches and wizards tended to wolf people with severed limbs or deep lacerations. Werewolves were hardy by nature, but he still shuddered inwardly at the extent of the damage.

He could only imagine what the dead looked like.

Six bodies had been laid in a row, each draped in rich velvet blankets embroidered with runes and the sigils of mage clans. Dense clusters of vigil candles had been placed around the dead—near their heads or by their feet—many imbued with soothing magic that wafted upward as their wicks burned.

Clarke didn’t know much about occult death rites, but he was certain that’s what had been performed by mages for these six departed souls, even though they were werewolves. He thought he understood why. These shifters had given their lives to protect the mages who now honored their sacrifice in this small, ritualistic way.

A table had been placed near the bodies, now laden with flowers, colored ribbons, handwritten notes, and a few unopened bottles of alcohol. Something told Clarke those were the shifter offerings for the dead.

There was a line for people to pay their respects, and Clarke filed in at the back. The mages and shifters ahead of him realized his presence and, without anyone saying a word, they all stepped aside.

Clarke acknowledged the communal gesture with a nod and approached the fallen. He joined Brooke at one end of the row where almost twice as many candles had been lit. Her ears pricked, but she didn’t turn to face him, her eyes fixed upon the draped body at her feet.

She didn’t say anything at first, and they stood there in silence. Her eyes were reddened and her cheeks carried the faint sheen of wiped tears. Clarke looked around, found a box of fresh vigil candles, and retrieved one. He knelt at the foot of the body, lit his candle with one already present, and set it on the ground.

He rose and stood beside his wife.

“I didn’t realize how bad Dad had been hurt until it was too late,” she said after a long while. “He kept fighting and fighting. One foe after another, be it familiar or vampire. He seemed … invincible.”

Clarke put his arm around her, and she leaned into him.

“Until he fell.” She drew a shuddering breath. “He died protecting the mages. One of the d-hunters broke through our lines, almost reached the barn, but Dad caught up with him. Made him pay for every inch of ground he’d crossed. There wasn’t much left of that vampire by the time he was done.”

She took another slow, sad breath.

“But there was a price for him to pay, too. He knew that. We all did, and yet I didn’t think it could happen. Not to him. Not to my father.”

Clarke hugged her close, and she buried her face in his neck. He felt the trickle of her fresh tears, though she didn’t sob or cry. She wept soundlessly for a while, and he held her firm in his arms. Others moved around them, paying their respects while maintaining a respectful distance.

Eventually, Brooke took a step back, and they held each other at arm’s length. Her eyes glistened as she met his.

“Clarke,” she began, her voice solid, though tempered with grief, “I want you to promise me one thing. Whatever happens next, I don’t want you to hold me back or try to protect me. I am the faithful weapon by your side, and weapons are meant to be wielded. These deaths don’t change that, even the death of my father. They don’t change the vow I gave you. My place is with you, in the thick of it, with vampire blood on my claws and my teeth tearing out their throats.

“Yes, I yearn to avenge my father’s death. Of course I do!” Fresh tears sparkled down her cheeks, and she took a moment to collect herself. “But I won’t fail you. Not now; not ever. You have my solemn word, as a wife and as a weapon. So please, whatever you command me to do, please allow me to seek my vengeance in battle. That is all I ask of you. My love, my husband, and my alpha.”

He swallowed, his throat suddenly dry as he took in her yellow eyes. They glistened with sadness, but possessed tremendous resolve at the same time, the likes of which he’d never seen in her before.

“I promise,” was all he said, his words almost a whisper.

It was all he needed to say.
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Clarke entered Ixia’s workshop to find her, Hepatica, Nicholas, Veronica, and Ashley huddled around a row of whiteboards heavily marked with runes and diagrams. The Prime Grimoire sat atop a central workbench, covered in sticky notes and packed with labeled bookmarks. Ashley saw him first. Her halo brightened, and she informed the others.

The mages, vampire, and angel parted from their huddle to form a rough semicircle that he stepped into.

“Good to see all of you are doing well after last night,” he began. “Where are we with the Prime Grimoire?”

“Making steady progress.” Ashley led everyone over to the tome. “Our efforts with the circle, while demanding and not without their share of close calls, were a complete success.” She laid a hand atop the wood-paneled cover. “The book’s defenses have been vanquished. It’s now, for all intents and purposes, just like any other text.”

She nodded to Ixia.

“We’ve spent a good chunk of today cataloging its contents,” the young witch began. “Progress has been steady, if somewhat tedious. There’s a lot to sift through, though the fact everything’s laid out chronologically has helped. Unfortunately, the passages we’re looking for are spread all over the place, hence why the cataloging is such an important step. Belphegor wasn’t thoughtful enough to include an index.”

“Why are the passages so spread out?” Clarke asked.

“It’s because the control spells have been changed over time. It’s almost like reading patch notes for a piece of software. Every update builds on the last, and where they fall chronologically is not always obvious. The order we’re finding them in helps, but only so much. That’s why we’re cataloguing everything so meticulously to ensure we don’t miss anything important. Once we’re confident we’ve IDed all the text we need, we’ll begin work on the counterspell.”

“Sounds promising. Any idea how long the whole process will take?”

“I knew you’d ask that,” Ixia replied with a lopsided grin. “Best guess at this point? Another day. Maybe two if we get bogged down, but by the end you’ll have your counterspell.”

“I’ve already begun outlining the overall shape of the counter,” Ashley added. “It will be a single-focus magic circle, same as the spells it’s intended to reverse.”

“Only one?” Clarke considered this, then nodded. “I assume amplification through the Throne of Shadows will do the rest.”

“Correct. The counterspell will need to be prepared ahead of time, though any mage capable of memorizing a one-focus circle could theoretically wield it.”

“That’s encouraging. If we’re to successfully assault Belphegor’s bunker, then we need to do so smartly. That means we avoid singular points of failure. If only one of us can cast the counterspell, then a single casualty upends our entire plan. We should have at least a few extra mages memorize the circle. That’ll give us options and flexibility as we assault the bunker.” He paused meaningfully and glanced toward the two senior mages. “Assuming all the witches and wizards staying here are still up for this.”

“We are,” Hepatica replied with an air of crisp formality. “As allies of Broken Fang, the coven of the Ashen Flower stands with you in your time of need. Beyond that, our hatred for the vampires—and the old, often bloody history we have with them—spurs us to take action.

“Now, granted, there were some among our ranks who had doubts. But their hesitance evaporated after you drove Redpeak back. You, the leader of Broken Fang, faced and survived the worst of Belphegor’s minions. You showed those among us with … weaker spines, shall we say, that victory is not only possible, but probable. This is the opportunity we mages have been waiting centuries for, and all of us, down to the very last witch here, are with you till the end.”

“Thank you.” Clarke dipped his head toward the senior witch. “I’m grateful for your continued support.”

He decided to leave off how close his duel with Redpeak had actually gone as he faced Nicholas next.

“What support can we expect from the wizards?”

“We Weeping Stones don’t have the same history with you and Broken Fang,” the loremaster began, “but Hepatica’s right. There’s never been a chance like this in my lifetime. Or my father’s, or who-knows-how-many generations before that. I’d be a fool not to seize it, and I’m no fool. Beyond that, we wizards don’t back down from a fight. We just tussled with Knightfall, of all things. Knightfall! And we fought them off!

“Now it’s true none of my clan gave their lives yesterday, but our protectors—no, our friends did.” The wizard’s eyes grew cold and sharp. “And we will honor their sacrifice by seeing this business through to its end. The Weeping Stones stand with you, Clarke. In this fight and through whatever comes next.”

“Thank you. The both of you.” Clarke placed a hand beside the Prime Grimoire. “Seems we have a day or two to prepare ourselves as best we can. Once the counterspell is ready, you two can select which of your mages will memorize the spell. Ashley, what about you? Can you cast it? I seem to recall you doubting your skills with memorized spellcasting.”

“That was before I became whole again.” Her halo brightened. “If I end up at the Throne first, you can rest assured I’ll be prepared.”

“Good. Ixia, I’d also like you to memorize the spell.”

“Me?!” the young witch squeaked, eyes widened.

“Clarke?” Hepatica began, somewhat worriedly, “I hope you don’t plan to take my pregnant daughter into battle.”

“No, of course not.” Clarke raised his left hand where four silver rings glinted in the light. “But I can absorb the spell she prepares through our wedding bands. That’ll allow me to cast it, even though I have no direct experience with memorizing circles.”

“Ah. Okay. Whew!” Ixia put a hand over her heart. “You had me worried there.”

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to.”

“I love you and all that, and would normally do anything for you”—she patted her prominent baby bump—“but it’s not just me I need to worry about.”

“I know.” He turned to Veronica. “Of course, all of this talk of casting counterspells is meaningless if we can’t breach the bunker’s Wards. How are we on that front?”

“Slightly further along than with the counterspell,” the vampire said. “The Death Wards are recent additions to the Fortress of Sloth, and they’re just as scary as we feared. Fortunately, spells that powerful aren’t the kind you cast and forget. They require a constant infusion of mana, which comes from three arcane generators: arcano-technic devices that interact with and condense ambient mana. These generators are located on the surface in a triangular formation around the bunker’s entrance. They basically form a massive three-focus circle. Take out all three, and the Wards go down.”

“Do these Death Wards protect the generators?”

“No, fortunately. The generators have to be outside the threshold in order to condense mana effectively and not erode the Wards they’re designed to support.”

“Sounds like this bunker has a weak point,” Clarke noted. “Or three, to be precise.”

“Belphegor and her servants will know this,” Ashley cautioned. “We can expect the generators to be heavily guarded.”

“Without a doubt,” Clarke agreed.

“But here, take a look.” Veronica opened the grimoire and flipped through it until she arrived at a two-page spread near the back marked with a sticky note. Clarke leaned over the detailed illustration of a magic circle overlaying the map of an airfield south of a rounded lakebed.

Area 51 and Groom Lake, he thought.

“Belphegor took meticulous notes, so we know exactly where those generators are”—the vampire let a fanged grin slip—“and how to break them.”

“Then that’s our plan.” Clarke looked up. “Step One: We bust Belphegor’s toys. Step Two: We storm the bunker. Step Three: We seize the Throne of Shadows and cast the counterspell through it. I know that makes all this sound far easier than it’ll be, but the important part is we finally—finally—have a clear path to achieving victory.”


Sixteen


Clarke left Ixia’s workshop and stopped by the kitchen, where Emma and a few witches had set up a well-stocked sandwich bar. He grabbed himself a quick bite to eat, devoured it in record time, then went in for seconds.

And then thirds.

It seemed his duel with Redpeak had left him more depleted than he’d thought, and so he listened to his body and ate until he felt at least mildly sated.

The mansion bustled with the steady rhythm of preparations and progress: witches and wizards and werewolves hurrying about with urgent tasks, all while he was left with little to do but wait. He decided to check in on his wives, starting with Brooke.

Temporary lodging had been set up in the mansion’s many spare rooms, though sometimes the “beds” were nothing more than spare blankets and pillows. Sleeping accommodations weren’t exactly glamorous, but Clarke could tell everyone was pulling together to make the new arrangements work.

Not that they had alternatives. Knightfall vampires had occupied the Rogers homestead in force, and were even now scouring it for information, which would point them toward the Hawthornes, Sandovals, and Ashen Flowers, unfortunately.

He made his way through the mansion and found Brooke in the basketball court with Mason. They stood to one side of a cluster of Sandoval wolf people. The bodies of the fallen werewolves remained, now with even more candles, flowers, and other offerings. Brooke spotted him almost immediately, and her ears perked up.

“Clarke!” She waved him over, and he joined her beside Mason.

His wife’s eyes were still reddened from earlier tears, but her posture and disposition were those of a woman of action, not of someone wallowing in her grief. He knew she would need time to process her father’s passing—he would, too, for that matter, as it didn’t quite seem real to him yet—but in this moment, she had shored up her own mental foundations, building a bulwark against any despair, if only a temporary one.

Clarke clasped her shoulder, and she smiled at him. It was softer than normal, more subtle compared to the typical glee she faced life with, but it was still a smile, and it warmed his heart to behold it.

“Hey there, Brooke.” He turned to the big wolfman. “Mason. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

“Ashley brought them over through the Portal,” Brooke explained. “Things were getting too hot for them out there.”

“Seems Knightfall doesn’t like being snooped out,” Mason added, “especially when they’re busy licking their wounds. We had a few close calls and, after consulting with Brooke, decided to pull back here, at least temporarily.”

“I see,” he replied, considering how this affected their plans.

“You … okay with that?” Brooke’s tail flicked nervously.

“Of course I am. If I’m out or unavailable, I expect you and everyone else to use your heads and make the best decisions you can. A good plan now is far better than a perfect plan tomorrow.”

“That last part sounds like a quote,” Mason noted.

“It’s a paraphrase of General George Patton, actually. The exact quote is ‘A good plan violently executed now is better than a perfect plan executed next week.’ Right now, it’s important we preserve our strength for the final push. Keeping our eyes on Knightfall is secondary to that, so you two absolutely made the right call.”

“Oh, good!” Brooke’s face brightened, and her tail wagged energetically.

“Bringing them here with the Portal helps as well,” Clarke continued, “though I fear an attack on the mansion is inevitable at this point. There’s too much evidence swimming around. Too many patterns we haven’t had the time or resources to cover up. We’ve used the Portal to keep many of our movements secret, but that will only delay the inevitable, not prevent it. We need to attack Belphegor first. And speaking of which …”

He faced the Sandoval alpha.

“Do you really need to ask?” Mason wore a sly expression, but it vanished beneath an air of formality as he stood a little straighter. “Clarke, you’re our Alpha Above. You’re the leader who commands the respect and loyalty of other alphas like myself. Nothing has changed that. You’re fighting to make the world a better place, and we Sandovals won’t abandon you. Not now. Not ever.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Clarke turned to his wife. “What about the Hawthornes? I know this is an uncomfortable topic now, but with your father’s passing, who’s the pack alpha?”

“You are,” Brooke replied simply.

“Me?” Clarke felt his eyebrows rise. “How?”

“Well, I’m Mom and Dad’s firstborn, and you’re married to me, so with Dad’s passing and in the absence of a challenge from my brothers, the mantle of pack leadership falls to you.”

“Okay, but I’m not a werewolf.”

“Doesn’t matter. You’re married to one.” Her tone made it sound like this should be obvious.

“Then, am I not your pack’s Alpha Above anymore?”

“No, you’re that, too.” She gave him a small shrug. “The pack may reorganize around a different alpha in the future, but they would probably do so after consulting with you and gaining your consent. Everyone knows you’re focused on issues bigger than the usual shifter shenanigans. But for now, you are absolutely our pack alpha.”

“Huh.” Clarke crossed his arms. “I suppose that answers any questions I might have had.” He nodded to both of them. “Carry on, then.”
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Sammy was in the gym adjacent to the basketball court, tending to injured werewolves when Clarke arrived. Shifters sat or laid on workout mats covered in blankets, sporting a wide variety of injuries: missing limbs, heavy lacerations, magical contamination, and so on.

“Now stop picking at it,” Sammy scolded, tending to a young wolfman. Her arms covered one of his like a translucent bubblegum cast, and Clarke could just make out a baby hand emerging from the stump below the elbow.

He reached over to scratch, but Sammy gave his hand a light smack.

“What did I just say? Don’t make me break out the toxins. I’ll do it, I swear.”

The wolfman grunted something unintelligible and glanced away.

“That’s more like it.” Sammy shifted more slime to the cast. Blue veins glowed faintly within that part of her. “Now hold still, you big baby.”

“Hey there,” Clarke said, stepping over.

“Hey, Clarke!” Sammy waved with her free hand.

“You wouldn’t actually do that, would you?”

“Do what?” She batted her eyes innocently.

“Hit this gentleman with your toxins?”

“No, I’m dead serious. If these jokers waste my time, I put them under.” She pointed a thumb over her shoulder. A wolf girl lay curled up on her side with a tiny foot capping one naked leg. She snored softly. “She wouldn’t stop wriggling, so I gave her a dose.”

“Sammy?”

“Now don’t you worry. I’m only using my sleep toxins. No need to go all out with the explosive diarrhea.” She nudged the young wolfman beside her. “That right?”

The young man nodded emphatically.

“Thought you’d agree.” Sammy smiled brightly, but with a hint of mischief.

“I didn’t realize you had that level of control,” Clarke said.

“I do now. Ever since you sorted out my tangled magic, I’ve been able to wield my toxins with steadily increasing precision. Even been able to shut some off while letting others flow freely, so if you ever have trouble sleeping, just give me a call. I’ll put you right out!”

“Would that even work on me, though?”

“What? Oh, right!” She bopped her own forehead with her palm. “You have my resistances. Well, if anyone else in this house has trouble sleeping, I can help. But yeah, you’d just resist it all. Same with a lot of our foes, unfortunately. Undead, geists, vampires. None of them are especially vulnerable to my slimy embrace.” She shrugged. “Best for me to stick to brute force trauma. No one likes having their skull smashed in. Anyway, is there anything I can help you with?”

“Just checking in.” Clarke glanced around. “Need anything?”

“I wouldn’t say no to a hearty lunch. All this healing burns through the calories like there’s no tomorrow.”

“Got it. I’m not sure what Emma and the others have planned, but I’ll make sure you get all the calories you need. I wanted to speak with her next anyway.”

“Thanks. You’re the best.”

Clarke raised his ringed left hand and concentrated on his bond to the succubus. The connection strengthened, and he faced one of the walls.

“She’s next door?”

“Last I saw her,” Sammy said. “Been helping me out with the injured in between all the food prep.”

“Do we have enough food for all these people?”

“We should. Some of the witches have been making covert grocery runs through the Portal.”

“Ah.”

Clarke headed back into the hall and walked up the next door over. It was closed. He raised his hand to knock but hesitated when his enhanced hearing picked up sniffles coming from the other side, along with occasional, muffled words.

“That’s all right,” Emma told someone in a soft, comforting tone. “No need to be ashamed that you need a good cry. Just let the tears flow. Don’t try to bottle them up.”

A woman sucked in a shuddering breath and then let out long, gasping sobs. He heard the faint friction of tissues being pulled from a box followed by the trumpet-like blart of a blown nose.

He waited several minutes for the weeping to die down, then gave the door a quiet knock.

“You can come in, Clarke,” Emma called out. “We were just finishing up.”

He eased the door open to find the succubus seated on a couch beside Luna Hawthorne, her arms draped over the woman’s shoulders. Her eyes and nose were raw, and her cheeks glistened. Her dirty blonde ears hung limply as she looked up at him. The lights were set low, and her yellow eyes glinted in the warm gloom. She drew another tissue from the box, blew it sonorously, then tossed it into a trashcan and rose to her full height, chin high, ears upright.

“Hello, Luna.” Clarke smiled without joy. “I supposed it’d be rather trite of me to ask how you’re doing.”

“I’m … managing.”

“Of course.”

“But don’t let my appearance fool you,” she said, her words conveying both grief and steel. “When you next need me, I’ll be there for you. All of us Hawthornes will.”

“I didn’t doubt that for a moment.”

“Did you need to speak with me or Emma?”

“Emma, if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. As she said, we were just finishing up.” Luna reached down to grab one more tissue. She dabbed her cheeks and under her nose then headed out.

Emma patted the empty depression on the couch, and Clarke joined her. She draped one leg over his.

“Helping the survivors with a bit of therapy?” he asked.

“It felt like the natural way for me to contribute.” She snuggled up to him. “I’m not as good at this as my parents, but a little Empathy can go a long way. I’ve been trying to help them deal with those we lost and, while my amateur attempts are far from perfect, I think I’m helping more than I’m not.”

“I’m sure you are.” He hugged her close.

She rested her head atop his shoulder, and her hand brushed across his chest.

“How about you?” she asked after a long silence. “How are you holding up?”

“Worried.”

“About?”

He snorted joylessly. “Besides everything?”

“Tell me what’s weighing you down the most.”

“Just been thinking about those we’ve lost, Vince especially. It was hard having to stand before their bodies, even harder to accept the truth.”

“Which is?”

“That my decisions led us here. That there’s a direct connection between my actions and the fact Brooke no longer has a father.”

“Aren’t you being unfair to yourself?”

“Maybe.” He shook his head. “But what else can I do? I have to fight this fight.”

“And those who stand beside you do so willingly.”

“I know, but it still hurts. I keep wondering if I could have done things differently, could have minimized our casualties somehow. We knew this was going to get messy, but knowing death could come and having it actually arrive are two different things. Worse, this is just a prelude. If keeping Knightfall away from the barn was this bad, what’s assaulting Belphegor’s bunker going to be like?”

He let out a heavy sigh.

“I think that’s the part that worries me the most. How much spilt blood will it take to see this business through to the end? Am I making the right decisions? Am I doing everything I can to ensure we have the best possible shot at success?”

“And are you doing that?”

He could tell she’d expected one answer, but he shook his head instead.

“No, I’m not. There’s at least one action I can take, one I’m confident will increase our chances of success.”

“Why hesitate, then? Why not go through with it?”

“Because it could kill me.”

“Ah.” Emma let a crafty smile slip. “That.”

“Yeah, that. And because Ashley deserves better. Deserves to be treated as a woman and not a potential upgrade.”

“Have you spoken to her about this?”

“Of course.”

“Recently?”

“No.” He paused, then nodded. “But I should.” He nodded again. “And I will.”
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Clarke found Ashley hard at work in Ixia’s workshop alongside Veronica and the senior mages. Nicholas and Hepatica were drawing a complex, triangular diagram on a whiteboard while Ixia and Ashley sifted through the Prime Grimoire, all while Veronica worked on what resembled math equations.

All that activity stalled when Ashley spotted him and cleared her throat. The room’s occupants faced him, and he gave them an apologetic smile.

“Ashley, mind if I borrow you for a bit?”

“Not at all.”

The angel joined him by the door. He opened it for her, and they exited together. He led her to a quiet, private corner down the hall. She stood attentive with the barest hint of a smile, halo bright, wings folded at her back. Her hoplite “armor” hugged her voluptuous figure—wherever it bothered to cover her at all.

“What can I help you with?” she asked.

He pursed his lips, struggling with how to phrase his request. He’d been mulling over this moment ever since he’d left Emma’s impromptu therapy room. He hadn’t had much luck; so many iterations came across as dry or transactional in his mind, addressing his immediate needs while conveying none of the affection he felt for the angel.

Ashley tilted her head in lieu of an unspoken question.

“I’ve been thinking …” he began, more or less stalling for time.

“Yes? About what?”

“About our current situation.”

“Naturally. You’re our leader, after all.”

“But not just that. I’ve also been thinking about us.”

“Oh.” Her barely-there smile vanished, replaced with quiet attentiveness. Her eyes never left him, and her halo’s brightness stayed fixed, almost as if every fiber of her being—physical and magical—had tensed in anticipation of his next words.

“Been thinking about how the two intersect,” he continued.

Ashley stayed very still. Her eyes were twin pools of clearest ocean blue. He reached out and took her hand, clasped it between his. Her skin was as soft and flawless as the rest of her, and even that small contact shot tingles through his being. He kept his eyes on her—his mind, too—and focused through the distraction.

“Ashley, I love you,” he said, softly and sincerely. “I have for a while now.”

“I feel the same way.” Her words were barely above a whisper.

“But more than that, I need you. We would never have come this far without your guidance. Even without your memories, even stumbling forward half-blind, you managed to point us where we needed to go.”

“Maybe so.” Her halo brightened, her expression warmed, and she squeezed his hand. A jolt of her magic snapped through him, almost strong enough to prompt a shudder. “But you’re the man who chose to walk that path. To lead us down it. Yes, I pointed the way, and that’s important. But it’s a whole other thing to see the path, and to accept its burdens.”

“Someone has to stand up to these bloodsuckers.”

“Yes, someone. But it didn’t have to be you. There’s nothing so abstract as ‘fate’ or ‘destiny’ binding you to this path. You chose it, and for that you have my eternal gratitude.” She placed her free hand atop her chest. “And my eternal love.”

“It’s love that I want to speak with you about.”

She watched him patiently, and he paused to swallow.

“But also about the path we’re on,” he went on. “The final battle is just around the corner. I know it intellectually, and I can feel its approach in my gut. I need to be as well-prepared as possible when we finally face Belphegor. Not just for myself, but for everyone around me. Brooke grieving for her father was a harsh reminder that this path comes with a very real cost, and I need to take actions to minimize that cost wherever possible.”

Ashley nodded, though her wrinkled brow indicated she didn’t quite gather where he was taking this. He was about to continue when her eyes widened, and she smiled once more.

“You wish to achieve your ‘topness’ of form.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s not a word, but yes.” He took both of her hands into his. “Will you help me take this next step? Will you help me achieve my, uhh, topness of form?”

Ashley’s halo glowed bright enough to make him squint. Or it should have, yet her pure and golden light didn’t sting his eyes. Instead, the glow soothed his vision, even as her aura filled him with molten, pulsating power. Her wings shivered with what might have been elation, and her fingers embraced his eagerly.

“Yes, Clarke. I will.” She raised one of his hands to her lips and kissed a knuckle. “Let us retreat to somewhere more appropriate, so that we may fully express our love for each other.”

“Then I guess there’s only one question left.” He gave her a quirky smile. “My room or yours?”

“Mine but …” Her expression took a sly turn. “But not here. Not in the mansion.”

“Where then?”

“I have a more fitting location in mind.” She stepped away and gave his arm a tug. “This way, please.”
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Ashley led him back to her room, but they didn’t stop there. They passed through the Portal of Gold and then down a long corridor within Aureum Arcem and through the door at its end.

The doors within the Golden Citadel were interconnected magically. Not all of them led everywhere, but a single door often had multiple destinations, and Ashley led them through a series of covered passages until they exited into a wide, open space. Clarke found himself atop a grassy hill nestled within the tilted confines of a great, golden bowl. The bowl must have been two hundred yards across, maybe more, and clockwork butterflies flitted about, tending to the vegetation.

A waterfall cascaded down one side of the bowl’s upturned lip, forming a swift stream that then poured over the lower lip. The spray revealed a faint rainbow, and a moist breeze cooled his skin, subtly scented with flowers.

He gazed up into the “sky” where distant platforms, landmasses, forests, lakes, and so much more curved upward to meet above his head, much of it veiled behind cottony clouds. A sourceless, omnipresent light bathed everything with its gentle glow.

Ashley gave his arm another tug, and he followed her down the hill to a flowering garden shaded underneath a massive tree, its branches laden with bright red fruit. She reached for one of its lowest branches, plucked off a pristine red orb, and handed it to him.

“An apple?” He accepted the ripe, shiny fruit. “Seems fitting somehow.”

“Have a taste.”

He bit into the apple. The skin was taut, and the flesh firm and succulent. Juices filled his mouth as he chewed, and he savored the perfect combination of sweet and tart. He swallowed, and all semblance of hunger vanished instantly.

Ashley guided his hand toward her and bit into the apple from the other side, her eyes never leaving his. They took turns until they’d finished the apple. A butterfly fluttered over to take away the core as she led him across the garden to flowing waters shrouded in clean, cool mist.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“This is my private retreat. A place of solitude and reflection. You’re the first person I’ve ever invited here, be they mortal or celestial.”

“Wow. That’s quite an honor.”

“I never wanted to show this to anyone before you.” She stepped up to the edge of the stream and faced him. “This place is special to me. And now, hopefully, to you as well.”

“It’s beautiful.”

His tone made clear their surroundings weren’t the only beauty his eyes beheld.

He took her into his arms and drew her close. Their lips met, and they kissed.

Long and slow and tender.

But even with that small, sensual contact, his body tingled from the overflow of her angelic light. His veins burned. His vision swam. And yet he fought through the distraction and discomfort, focusing mind and body on the gorgeous woman before him. The press of her ripe body against his. The feel of her delicate fingers dancing across his back. The soft caress of her lips upon his. The warm slickness as their tongues explored each other.

She broke their kiss and held him at arm’s length, her cheeks flush, chest rising and falling with lewd expectations. Her halo was a band of liquid gold.

“I’m a little nervous,” she admitted, her voice surprisingly coy.

“I get that. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t. Our previous attempts at intimacy have been … less than successful.”

“True, but you’ve grown so much since then.” She traced one of his chest muscles through his shirt, following the creases down to his well-defined abs. “Your nephilim nature has been awakened. Maybe not fully …”

“But enough?”

“I hope so.” She kissed him again, this time with fire and urgency. Her hands grasped at his shirt, tugging on the garment as she pulled him close, her tongue now the aggressor.

She drew back once their need for air became overpowering. She gasped before him, cheeks burning, breasts heaving with each delicious breath.

“I want you, Clarke. I want all of you. Your love. Your body. I yearn to experience every inch of your skin, every mote of your aura. I desire you more than anything I’ve ever sought in my long, long years. So much so I feel almost blinded by it. If you told me to abandon my mission as a condition for your love, I just might do it.”

“I’d never ask you to do that.”

“I know, and that’s one more reason why I love you so much. Not only do you fight for the same goals as I do, you understand that this is what brings purpose to my life, and you’d never ask me to compromise my convictions as the price for your affection.”

“Never,” he affirmed, their lips drawing close again.

“I love you, Clarke. More than I’ve ever loved anyone or anything.” Her wings enveloped him, and she pressed her forehead against his. Her next words were a whisper. “Make me yours.”

She stepped away, and her clothing loosened without being touched. Her breastplate, arm guards, and skirt all dropped to the ground, and she stepped out of her high-heeled sandals to reveal the full glory of her perfect alabaster skin. Her long hair was a radiant cascade of stranded honey down bare shoulders. Her breasts were lush and full, her nipples hard with excitement.

She gave him a demure smile and spread her wings, lifting upward and back, beckoning him to follow with a finger. She passed into the rising mist, and strands of Telekinesis molded the spray into cottony clouds that began to envelop her.

Clarke stripped down hurriedly and spread his wings in a burst of crimson feathers. He glanced down into the rippling waters and saw the faintest hint of the red halo above his head. He angled his wings, took a walking step off the edge, and floated up to meet the angel in her cloud.

The cloud was surprisingly warm and inviting, and he passed through its insubstantial gauze to find Ashley in the center. She held out her arms, and he floated into them. They embraced each other and kissed, hard and fast, almost frantic in their intensity. His hands explored the soft curve of her hips as she ran fingers through his hair.

They floated within the cloud, kissing and fondling, each caress growing bolder than the last. The lack of leverage in the air had the potential to make most sexual acts awkward, but Clarke was far from a newcomer when it came to such midair antics. He knew from experience how to compensate.

He looped an arm around Ashley’s back as they kissed, then clutched one of her butt cheeks with his free hand. She moaned into his mouth, crossed her legs behind him and reached down to his crotch. Her fingers found his shaft and guided the tip to her quivery, sopping sex.

He slipped in to be enveloped by the hot fusion of her slippery tightness. He pressed forward, relishing both the resistance and ease of penetration.

“Yes!” she cried as he drove his entire length into her.

She clung to him, he to her, and their wings curved around to add to their embrace. He lowered one hand, clasped both of her butt cheeks, and began to piston in and out of her.

“Aaah!” she moaned, wings and halo flaring white. “Yes! YES!”

He sank into her, physically and magically, and her essence flashed through his veins like molten gold. Every cell of his body was a hair’s breadth away from bursting into flames, every neuron on the edge of blinding insanity. The intensity of her lust filled him, consumed him, threatened to reduce him to cinders.

But he didn’t shy away from it.

Instead, he embraced it.

Embraced her.

He opened himself to her, accepted all she had to give him. Each thrust filled him with radiance and magic, scorching him from the inside out, but he dropped all his defenses, allowing whatever came next to pass without resistance. He opened his mind with Empathy and tasted the purity of her love’s inferno.

Every inch of his body was a whirlwind of sensation, every thought within his mind an incandescent hurricane. He felt like he should have exploded by now or flamed out into a pile of mortal ash.

Instead, he not only survived her angelic love, but thrived within the heart of her amorous maelstrom.

Her light filled him, pouring through his veins, pulsing outward with each beat of his heart. His mind rejoiced with every golden thought of hers, even as her essence completed him in ways he never thought possible. It scoured him—mind and body—purifying him with light, love, and the glistening press of her skin.

“I’m close!” she cried, clutching at him as if he were a piece of driftwood amidst a raging storm. “Do it! Make me yours! Let me taste all of you!”

He grunted his response; he was beyond words at this point. He pumped his seed into her deepest, most intimate recess, and her face contorted with pleasure.

She cried out, eyes squeezed shut as she shed rapturous tears. He joined her in the glory of their shared climax, pouring himself into her as her powers shuddered through him. She took gasping breaths in his arms, eyes now open but vacant at the same time as the two of them slowly descended from the pinnacle of intimacy and pleasure.

Her eyes met his, still wide, yet full of love and gratitude.

She kissed him, softly and tenderly.

Only then, after he’d sated the angel, did his mortal side finally give up⁠—

—and pass out.


Seventeen


Clarke awoke atop a bed made of clouds beneath the shade of the giant apple tree. He blinked and stared up through great, crisscrossing boughs at the citadel’s “sky.”

“Welcome back, my love,” Ashley said from somewhere to his left.

“Mmm.” He rubbed his face. “How long was I out?”

“About half an hour. Your body only needed a simple breather from this latest infusion of power. While you rested, I took the liberty of preparing the next step for you.”

“Next step?” He sat up to find himself dressed again. A mechanical butterfly rested on his shoulder. The glowing blue point at its head twitched, then it flew off.

“You always intended to share my celestial powers.” Ashley stepped around to the foot of the cloud-bed, dressed in her hoplite armor. “That’s one of the reasons you took this risk. To protect your wives, even though they charge willingly into battle alongside you.”

“Well, of course. I wouldn’t be much of a husband if I didn’t at least try.”

“And so, anticipating this, I’ve prepared the next step.” Ashley gestured behind him with an open palm. “Your wives await you, my love.”

“They’re here?” He swung his legs over the side and turned to find Emma, Ixia, Brooke, and Sammy near the cottony bedside.

Sammy stood with her arms crossed and a quirky half-smile, the blue swirls of her eyes vibrant. Brooke held her hands in front of her waist, tail wagging fiercely, ears upright in proud, furry triangles. Ixia waited beside the wolf girl with both hands atop the prominent bulge of her pregnancy, a look of quiet contentment upon her face.

And Emma …

“Are you drooling?” Clarke asked the succubus.

“I can’t help it.” She wiped her lower lip with a long, lewd sucking sound. “It’s your aura.”

Clarke glanced down at his hands. He flexed his fingers, and red lightning snapped across his forearms. The manifestation of his new power vanished, but his perception of it remained, and he looked up.

“Good grief!” Emma moaned. “I’m going to need a mop if he becomes any more awesome, and I don’t care which end I use!”

“Down, girl,” Sammy scolded, still smiling. “There’ll be time for that later.”

“Oh God, I hope so!”

“How do you feel, my love?” Ashley asked, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“Like I can take on Belphegor all on my own.”

He wasn’t kidding either. He’d never felt so alive, so powerful, so complete. It was as if he’d existed as a partial entity his entire life, but now he’d finally realized the truth of who and what he was. He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with both air and mana, then spread his broad wings. Red lightning sizzled across the pinions, and a red halo blazed over his head.

“By my estimation,” Ashley began, “you’ve gained Celestial Fortitude, Celestial Magic Proficiency, Greater Dark Magic Resistance, Death Magic Immunity, and—perhaps most importantly—Celestial Mana Well.”

“In other words,” Emma added, “you are now unbelievably awesome!”

“Come on.” Ixia chuckled. “Clarke was awesome from day one.”

“Yes, but now with more … everything!”

The witch paused thoughtfully, then nodded. “Okay, you have a point there.”

“Celestial Mana Well?” Clarke asked.

“Your body now generates mana naturally,” Ashley explained, “and at a rate comparable to my own.”

“Really?” His eyebrows rose. “You mean I don’t have to spend my own blood to cast spells anymore?”

“As long as you have an ample reserve of mana. You can still use your blood magic to convert your life force into mana, but it’s no longer a requirement. In a way, you now possess the best of both blood magic and my own celestial powers, and your ability to cast high-cost spells in rapid succession has been greatly increased as a result of this fusion.”

“You go, Clarke!” Sammy thumped the air.

Emma looked a few moments away from having her eyes roll back into her skull.

“Hang in there, Emma,” he said.

“I’m trying, believe me.”

“What about Celestial Spell Mastery?” Clarke asked the angel.

“You should now be able to cast any of the auras I’ve taught you at—or at least close to—my level of power.”

“Interesting.”

As an experiment, Clarke cast Aura of Courage. The spell coalesced far more naturally than before and without the need for him to spend a fraction of himself to power it. His magic rippled outward, and Ashley regarded him proudly.

“A fine Aura of Courage. Very nearly as strong as the one I can cast. A little more practice, and I expect yours will perhaps even exceed mine.”

“This could come in handy.”

The spell mastery was an unexpected benefit, but one that tied into an idea he’d had for a few weeks. He made a mental note to discuss the possibilities with Ashley later.

“So, what’s this ‘next step’ you mentioned?” Ixia asked, and Clarke raised the rings adorning his left hand.

“I would like to grant a portion of this power to the rest of you through our marital bonds.”

Emma’s knees shuddered and she started drooling again.

“Do you think we can handle it?” Brooke asked, not so much worried as cautious. “I mean, it’d be great if this works, but you’ve passed out more than once from Ashley overload.” She shrugged at the angel. “No offense.”

“None taken.”

“And if it’s dangerous to us,” Ixia added, “what about our unborn children? All four of us are pregnant.”

“Well,” Clarke began, “I was going to check with Ashley before bringing this to the rest of you, but we seem to have skipped that step. Ashley, how dangerous is this?”

“I assure all of you this is perfectly safe, and may even prove beneficial to your unborn children. Clarke, you’ve already taken on and overcome the dangers involved. Your wives are now poised to reap the benefits of your efforts”—her halo brightened—“and our love.”

“Well, consider me convinced!” Sammy stepped forward.

Brooke, clearly not wanting to be undone, hurriedly moved up, as did Emma, though more sluggishly due to the quaking in her knees. Ixia was the last to approach.

“Me too?” the witch asked. “Even though I’m not going into battle with the rest of you?”

“These powers will help keep you and our child safe,” Clarke explained. “All of you, and all of our children, both now and in the years to come.”

He held out his hands. Brooke and Sammy took hold of his left hand while Ixia and Emma clasped his right.

He closed his eyes and opened his mind to the radiant glow of each wife through their martial bonds. He focused on them—and on the new powers swirling within him—and then, with surprising ease, he guided a portion of that power outward.

“Oh, wow,” Brooke sighed, tail wagging. “You feel that?”

“Yeah, I feel it, all right,” Sammy said, her eyes glowing brighter.

Ixia let out a low whistle.

The ghostly traces of red halos appeared over each of their heads, then faded away as their new powers began to settle. Each of them let out long, content exhales⁠—

—except for Emma, whose ecstatic squeal shivered through her very core. She released Clarke’s hand, clutched at the cleft between her legs, and dropped to her knees.

“Uh, Emma?” he asked.

“Hmm?” she murmured, staring off with wide, somewhat vacant eyes.

“Did you just cum?”

“Yes …” she answered dreamily.
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“Aww, yeah!” Sammy exclaimed with a shake of her fist as she and the others returned to Ashley’s room. “I feel like all my stats just got a huge boost!”

“Your stats?” Brooke gave her a quizzical look. “I don’t think Ashley’s magic works that way.”

“Well, if it did, my stats would be through the roof!”

Clarke’s wives left to return to their various duties while he stayed behind for a private word with Ashley.

“Need something, my love?” the angel asked him.

“I’d like to pick your brain on what might be an unconventional use for Aura of Courage.”

“Certainly. What’s on your mind?”

“Can the spell be used to delay or even prevent conflict between two parties, assuming the conflict originates from shock or fear born from misunderstandings or a lack of knowledge? I guess what I’m saying is, can it be used to keep people calm so that cooler heads will eventually prevail?”

“It could have that affect. Courage is an effective counter to fear, and fear of the unknown or unfamiliar can be quite potent. Did you have a particular scenario in mind?”

“Our assault on Belphegor’s bunker.”

“I see. And the target for this aura?”

“The entire world.”

Ashley paused for a while, then slowly began to nod as the breadth of his plan came into clarity.

“Interesting. Very interesting. I never would have considered using the spell in that manner.”

“Would it work?”

“I believe so.” She paused once more, then nodded. “Yes, I can see no issues besides the obvious difficulties: reaching the Throne and the like. In fact, this may be the solution to a whole host of problems I thought unsolvable. How did you come up with this?”

“Sarkany put the idea in my head after she tried to justify all her crimes.”

“I see.” Her expression darkened somewhat. “I never did thank you properly for placing your trust in me back then.”

“It wasn’t that hard of a decision,” he assured her. “I knew Sarkany was putting the best spin she could on events. She was by her own admission a liar, a traitor, and party to murder, slavery, and genocide. Only a fool would take her at her word.”

“Well put, my love. Still, I imagine some would have found her arguments convincing.”

“Not me, and especially not after I figured out she’d tried to brainwash me. I didn’t agree with her then, and I still don’t, but that’s not to say she was completely wrong. Her heart was never in the right place, but I share some of her fears now that I’ve had time to ponder what comes next. If we’re to free humanity, doing so with the least amount of chaos and bloodshed is the way to go.”

“Indeed. This was always a problem I grappled with.”

“What was your conclusion?”

“That my goal was worth the price. A painful awakening for humanity in favor of the end Belphegor seeks. The world we have today is not her ultimate objective, but rather an intermediary step. A means with which she can accumulate power and remove obstacles before her final stroke. Before she defiles all life on this planet, as she did the dark mages of old.” Ashley’s face grew distant, and her halo dimmed. “I feared humanity would not survive her victory. Or, if they did, not in a form you would recognize. And so, I sought to free them by any means necessary. Even if the cost were great.

“Sarkany was right about one more thing. I—or rather the old me—never understood people. Not to the extent I needed to. Your plan should have occurred to me, but it didn’t, and for that I feel both ashamed at myself and proud of the man you’ve become.”

He took the angel into his arms, and she hugged him back. He held her until her halo regained its luster, and she stepped away.

“With that in mind,” she said, “you or I should be the ones to use the Throne of Shadows, as both of us will possess the necessary spells once the counterspell is finished. Certainly, distributing the counterspell is our highest priority, and most of the mages should be able to accomplish that, but …”

“They’re the backup plan now,” he continued for her. “If we’ve already seized the Throne, why not use it to its fullest before we destroy it?”

“A splendid plan, my love. You have my full support.”

“Good. I’ll let the others know. I need to have a word with Ixia, anyway. Or rather, her sisters.”

“Dahlia and Hyacinth? What for?”

Clarke told the angel the rest of his plan. Her eyes widened in admiration, and her halo blazed bright.
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Clarke found all three of the Grey triplets taking a breather at the kitchen table. Dahlia was in the middle of a sip of coffee when he entered, and she sputtered so hard she ejected the fluid through her nose. She coughed and grabbed a stack of napkins while Hyacinth stared at him with quiet amazement.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Holy shit, Clarke!” Dahlia exclaimed, sopping up the mess as best she could.

“Something wrong?”

“Wrong? Wrong?” Dahlia rose from her seat and approached him. “You know that Concealment spell that makes people think you’re a warlock?”

“Yes.”

“Well, it has totally given up the ghost! What happened to you?”

“Ashley happened, but never mind that. There’s something important I need to talk to you about. Both of you and Hyacinth, actually.”

“Hold that thought.”

Dahlia finished cleaning herself up. She threw away the soaked napkins, washed her hands, straightened her attire, and finger-combed her hair. She struck a pose before him, a hand on her hip with her chest thrust outward.

“Yes, Clarke?” Dahlia gave her hair a glamorous brush. “How may this witch of the Ashen Flowers service you?”

“Don’t you mean ‘serve’ him?” Ixia corrected before sipping her own beverage. Instead of coffee, she drank a greenish decoction as part of her pregnancy regimen.

“I know precisely what I said.” Dahlia adjusted her collar to show off more cleavage. “What do you need, Clarke?”

“I would like your permission to absorb some of your magic.”

Dahlia’s eyes widened, and Hyacinth’s mouth flopped open. Even Ixia leaned back in surprise.

“From both of you,” he continued. “Dahlia, from you I need the biggest, baddest fire spell in your arsenal. And from you, Hyacinth, I need the Ward that’s most effective against vampires.”

“That would be Inferno and Greater Anti-Vampiric Ward,” Ixia said in place of her stunned sisters.

Dahlia shook herself. “You mean it? You really want to absorb one of my spells through Power Graft?”

“Power Bond, actually, but only if you’re willing.”

“Hell, yes!” She grabbed the bottom of her shirt and began to peel it off. “My moment has finally arrived!”

“That’s, uh …” Clarke held up a hand. “That won’t be necessary.”

“But … my moment?” Dahlia replied, frozen in the middle of undressing, her shirt bunched up above her lacy bra. “It’s arrived.”

“Well …”

“Hasn’t it?”

Clarke shook his head.

“But Power Bond. You can only cast it during sex.”

“That used to be the case.”

“Used to?!” Dahlia gave him a horrified look.

“That’s right. The magic I absorbed from Ashley had quite the impact on me, and one side effect seems to be it detangled my blood magic from the abilities I absorbed from Emma.”

“Really?!”

“Seems so.”

Dahlia’s arms dropped limply, though her shirt stayed bunched up above her breasts. She shuffled over to a chair and dropped into it.

“Well shucks,” she muttered.

“I have to admit, you’re taking this harder than I expected.”

“I just, I don’t know. I thought all my flirting had finally paid off, that’s all.”

Clarke frowned, unsure how to respond. He’d dismissed Dahlia’s antics over the past several months as obvious attempts to carry out her mother’s wishes and get into his pants, but now that he observed her sullen state, he wondered if he’d misjudged her. He touched her emotions through Empathy and, to his surprise, found her feelings in genuine turmoil.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I didn’t realize.”

“Realize what?” Dahlia looked up at him.

“That you really do care.”

“Of course I do.” She gestured to Hyacinth. “Her, too. But we’re both such utter crap at showing it.”

Hyacinth nodded, and Clarke could taste her own genuine affection as she gazed longingly at him.

Dahlia let out a sullen sigh, then rested her head in her hand.

“Sorry, Clarke. I didn’t mean to make a scene. You said you needed a spell from us?”

“Yes, but⁠—”

“Oh, my. Look at the time.” Ixia rose and pushed her seat in. “I just remembered there’s somewhere I need to be.” She left the kitchen, winking at Clarke as she passed.

He sat down with the two remaining witches.

“Look, I know how I can come across,” Dahlia began after a long silence. “But the truth is I’m complete rubbish when it comes to guys. I get super nervous whenever I’m within a hundred yards of a guy my age, let alone a stud like you. And … I guess I try to mask that by acting all loud and confident and maybe a little slutty.”

“A little?” Clarke cocked an eyebrow.

“Okay. Fair’s fair. A lot slutty. But it’s all for show.”

“I’m in the same boat,” Hyacinth admitted quietly, “except I can’t help but clam up when I get that nervous.”

“I never meant to make either of you uncomfortable,” Clarke said.

“We know.” Dahlia leaned in. “Look, the truth is both of us see what a catch you are. We see how you treat our sister and the other women in your life. We’d be nuts not to want a piece of that action!”

“We’ve, umm …” Hyacinth wrung her hands. “We’ve become quite fond of you, actually.”

“Did you know the two of us are still virgins?” Dahlia indicated herself and her sister.

“No, I didn’t.”

“We both know our duties to the coven may require us to give that up at any time. But when the time does come, we’d like it to be with a guy like you.” She placed a hand atop his. “A lot like you. One might say exactly like you.”

“You’re doing it again,” Hyacinth warned.

“Sorry, sorry!” Dahlia jerked her hand back. “Don’t mind me. Just being my usual ball of slutty bluster.”

Clarke chuckled.

“I didn’t realize you two felt this strongly. I’m sorry it took me this long to see the truth.”

“In your defense, we didn’t make it easy,” Dahlia said, and Hyacinth nodded.

“Maybe so, but let’s leave any misunderstandings in the past.” He glanced from one witch to the other. “As for the future, how about this? Once things have quieted down and we can all catch our breaths, why don’t the three of us spend some quality time together and … see where that takes us?”

“I’d like that.” Dahlia smiled broadly. “I’d like that very much.”

“As would I,” Hyacinth agreed.

“So, that covers the past and the future,” Dahlia noted, her smile turning crafty. “But what about the present?”

“Well, as for right now …” Clarke extended his upturned palms to the two young witches. “I find myself in need of your aid. Will you Bond with me and share a portion of your powers?”

“Yes.” Dahlia slipped her hand into his. Her skin was warm and silken against his palm. “Yes, I will. Without the slightest hesitation.”

“As will I.” Hyacinth mirrored her sister’s gesture. “As will I.”
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That evening, Ashley put the finishing touches on the counterspell, and Clarke convened a meeting with all key players. He entered the dining hall where their senior allies—Hepatica Grey, Luna Hawthorne, Mason Sandoval, Nicholas Rogers, and Veronica Stroe—all stood at attention on one side of the table while Ashley and his wives waited for him on the other. He took his place at the head and only then did everyone else seat themselves.

Veronica unrolled a large map of Groom Lake and the Area 51 airfield, annotated with an equilateral triangle. The three generators formed its points, and the bunker’s entrance rested at its heart.

“We attack tomorrow night.” He gave his words time to sink in. Mason was the first to speak up.

“Are you sure about the timing? I wouldn’t mind having the sun overhead to disrupt the vampires’ magic.”

“You and me both,” Clarke agreed. “However, there’s no other way without accepting catastrophic losses. Yes, the Portal gives us a means to bypass the outer defenses, but about fifteen hundred people work at Area 51, and most of them commute there on charter flights from Las Vegas. We want as few innocents present as possible when we arrive. Not only because they’re innocents, but because we’ll have to fight through them, too. They may only be human, but a lot of them will be armed. We need their numbers to be as low as possible when we arrive, otherwise our countermeasures won’t be enough. And speaking of which … Hepatica? Nicholas?”

“Our preparations are complete,” Nicholas replied. “Once we’re on site, about a dozen of my wizards will blanket the area with Wide Sleep, Wide Paralyze, and Wide Fear. Any humans who aren’t disabled outright by the barrage should flee the scene in abject terror. That should strip Belphegor of most of her human ‘auxiliaries.’”

“We’re ready as well,” Hepatica said. “We’ve equipped two of Mason’s werewolves with sniper rifles. The pair of M82 anti-materiel rifles you bought, to be precise. They’ll serve as our designated spell snipers. Each has a supply of bullets loaded with Wide Sleep and will pick off any pockets of humans that are still moving around once the wizards finish their initial bombardment.”

“I’ve given Hepatica the two best shots in my pack,” Mason added. “They’ll plink the ground near their targets or ding the vehicles they’re in. Should be nighty-night for any humans. After that, they’ll switch to lethal spell loadouts and shoot to kill.”

“Excellent.” Clarke sat forward. “Once we’ve cleared our surroundings and secured a foothold, we’ll move on to the generators. Speed is critical, so we’ll be dividing our forces to hit all of them simultaneously. Does everyone understand their assignments?”

“We do.” Mason gestured to Luna, who nodded. “You can count on us werewolves to take down the North Generator.”

“And your designation?”

“Team Moon.”

Clarke grinned. “Simple and appropriate. Hepatica?”

“We witches have the Southeast Generator. Just call us Team Flower.”

“I’ll be joining Hepatica’s team,” Veronica added. “Along with my hellhound.”

“You’re not sitting this one out?” he asked the vampire.

“Not this fight.” She grinned, showing her fangs. Somehow, the expression didn’t look quite so sinister on her. “Not when the fate of the world is on the line. It’s been a while since I’ve gotten my hands dirty, but I figured this is as good an excuse as any to leap back into the fray.”

“Your aid is most certainly welcome.”

Veronica acknowledged him with a curt nod.

“That leaves the Southwest Generator for us wizards,” Nicholas said. “Team Stone, and we have a few additions to our lineup. Fornication and Waddle will be joining us.”

Clarke raised an eyebrow. “Your unicorn and dire turtle?”

“Forn views us as her humans, but yes.”

“They’re going to assault Area 51 with us?”

“Yep.”

“How did you manage to pull that off?”

“Waddle was easy. I just asked him to help. As for ‘Lady Forn’”—Nicholas flashed a cruel grin—“I threatened to change the Wi-Fi password.”

“Ah. Yes, I can see why she’d find that persuasive.” Clarke cleared his throat. “As for myself, I’ll be in direct command of Broken Fang. We’ll act as our reserve. If any one team starts to get bogged down, Broken Fang will move in to assist. Once all three generators are out of commission, all forces will converge on the bunker. Understood?”

No one brought up any objections.

“Good. Veronica? What can you tell us about the bunker itself?”

“Not much, I’m afraid.” The vampire rose to address the table. “The intelligence VAPID collected over the years is old and scattered, and we never did get our hands on the layout. Force estimates are iffy at best, but if you want my opinion, I’d say there’ll be around a hundred vampires on site, along with their thralls, servants, familiars, and constructs. Perhaps more if we’ve made Belphegor nervous.

“Fortunately, there’s a bit of good news with the bad. While we don’t have the layout, there are strong indicators the Throne is located near the base of the complex, which extends an unknown number of levels into the ground. The deeper we head, the more likely we are to find our target. It’ll be big, too. We’re not looking for some random chair collecting dust in a storage room. There’ll be a huge amount of arcano-tech built around it, and it should give off an impressive amount of arcane ‘radiation,’ even in its idle state. If we keep our eyes open for the right indicators, we shouldn’t have too much trouble finding it.”

Veronica sat back down.

“We’ll have to play it by ear once we reach the bunker,” Clarke said. “We can sit here and theory-craft all we want, but we all know the defenses are going to surprise us.”

“No plan survives contact with the enemy,” Ashley intoned, and Clarke nodded to her.

“Exactly. Instead, we’ll rely on speed and firepower to see us through whatever Belphegor has in store for us.” He glanced around the table. “Any questions?”

No one spoke up. All eyes were on him, and he opened his Empathy to taste the emotions in the room: cool confidence tempered by nervous excitement. But no despair. Yes, there was fear, but counterbalanced with bravery to face the coming battle.

They were ready.

More than that, they believed in this plan. In the possibility of success.

And in his leadership.

“Very well.” He sat back. “All of you know this won’t be easy, but there’s no one I’d rather go into battle with.”

His wives and allies stirred at his words, and he continued.

“Everyone, conclude your remaining preparations and rest up as best you can. Tomorrow, we hit Belphegor where it hurts”—he rose from his chair—“and free this world from her evil!”


Eighteen


Clarke got less sleep that night than he’d planned, but he didn’t mind. Ashley and his wives joined him in bed, and the resulting orgy must have broken its fair share of state or federal laws. Ashley’s celestial magic coursed through all their veins, energizing them both physically and mentally, and the abbreviated sleep didn’t seem to bother any of them.

They were ready for the coming battle.

More than that, they were eager, and he couldn’t have been prouder of them.

His comrades.

His friends.

His lovers.

His wives.

He awoke before the crack of dawn, smoothly transitioning the divide between dream and reality. His limbs searched for the warmth and softness of familiar bodies but found none beneath the thick, cozy sheets. He rubbed his face and blinked the sleep from his eyes.

Ashley knelt beside the bed with her chin resting atop knitted fingers, once again wearing her angelic regalia.

“Hey there,” he murmured. “Good morning.”

“Good morning, Clarke,” she replied softly. “Did you sleep well?”

“Very. I feel refreshed. Surprisingly so given the antics we got up to last night.”

“I’m glad to hear that. And yes, those antics were quite wonderful.”

“How long have you been up?”

“The whole night. I don’t need to sleep, so I spent my time casting Aura of Peace over you and your wives. I hope it aided you in achieving a restful slumber.”

“Oh, it worked.” He stretched his legs under the sheets. “I slept like a rock!”

“We didn’t disturb you this morning?”

“No.” He glanced around. “Where is everyone, by the way?”

“They’re here.” Ashley rose and gestured toward the entrance. “And they have a surprise for you.”

He rolled onto his side and propped himself up on an elbow. Emma, Brooke, Sammy, and Ixia approached the bed. He smiled back, though he quickly noticed a common thread that bound them.

“Hey there. How long have you lot been up?”

“About half an hour.” Emma crossed her arms. “We tried our best to tip-toe around the place. First because you absolutely deserve a good night’s sleep after last night. And second, because we wanted to have your surprise ready when you woke up.”

“Does the surprise involve clothing?”

Emma smiled slyly. “How’d you guess?”

“Well …”

Clarke swung his legs over the bedside and rose. He approached his four wives, regarding them with a loving but curious eye. All of them wore some form of red. But not any red. Their clothing was so dark the red became almost black, contrasted with accents in more vibrant shades.

Emma wore a ballistic vest over a dark red turtleneck along with fingerless gloves, a utility belt festooned with pouches, and rugged black trousers that ended in heavy boots. The vest had been dyed dark red and bore a white silhouette over the left breast pocket: a long incisor striking a hard, unseen surface, its tip shattering into half a dozen pieces.

A broken fang.

Brooke was similarly attired, though she lacked the utility belt and her vest was oversized to accommodate her werewolf transformation. She turned halfway around and pointed a thumb at her back, which featured a jumbo rendition of the fang silhouette. The lights caught the dense protective runes on the vest, and they gleamed ever so slightly.

Sammy had foregone a ballistic vest for a dark red jacket, open in the front to reveal a triangle bikini top with the fang silhouette over one breast. The straps of a bikini bottom peeked out the sides of her black jean shorts, and a pair of tough boots capped off the ensemble.

Even Ixia had gotten in on the act, though her attire was clearly focused on comfort instead of combat. It featured a long, loose dress—dark red, of course—with a fanged silhouette over her left breast. But even though she wouldn’t be participating in the fight, its surface glittered with the residual outlines of protective runes.

“I’m sensing a theme here,” Clarke remarked with a wry grin.

“We figured if this is going to be the big one, the team might as well look the part.” Ixia ran a hand down Brooke’s vest. “And it’s not just for looks either. My sisters and I stuffed them to the gills with defensive spells.”

“Dahlia and Hyacinth helped?” Clarke asked.

“That’s right. They volunteered their time, despite how exhausted they’ve been. They also applied any lessons they’ve learned helping out with everyone else’s gear. What you see is the cream of the crop in terms of personal magic protection.”

“I love it.” Clarke wore a broad grin.

“We would have made one for Ashley, but her armor is already better than anything we can produce.”

“I’m still not sure how that getup counts as armor,” Sammy commented with a hint of dry wit.

“It’s the layers of celestial protection that matter in the end,” the angel explained matter-of-factly. “My body is naturally resilient to physical harm, so full coverage isn’t necessary.”

“Maybe so,” Sammy quipped, “but why so boobalicious?”

“Why not?” Ashley’s halo brightened. “It serves its purpose in all necessary regards, and the man I love finds it pleasing to the eye. Isn’t that right, Clarke?”

“Not going to argue with you there.”

“Don’t think we left you out of this either.” Emma retrieved a stack of clothes by the foot of the bed. She placed the stack on the bedsheets and spaced out the individual garments: Broken Fang ballistic vest, dark red turtleneck, black pants, and black boots.

All with nearly invisible coats of arcane protection.

He ran his hands down the vest, his fingers lingering on the silhouette.

“That was my contribution,” Sammy pointed out. “I designed and printed the logos while Brooke and Emma picked out the rest and color coordinated everything. Those may not be nearly as important as the spells, but we all contributed in some way. You don’t mind the extra flair, do you?”

“Not at all.” He grinned, gazing at the outfit. No, the uniform. “It’s strange to think we’ve been a team all this time, but only now, just before the final battle, do we get snazzy uniforms.”

“About time, am I right?” Sammy said.

“Thank you.” He looked up. “All of you. This was very thoughtful. And practical. I couldn’t have asked for a better wakeup call than this.”

“Oh, I’m sure we’ll manage to top this somehow.” Emma winked at him.

Clarke chuckled. “Okay, fair point. But for what we’re about to do, this is about as good as it gets.”

He grabbed his pajama top and was about to pull it off when he noticed the women in his life shift around him. Ixia rounded the bed, a pleased smile gracing her lips. Sammy took up the spot beside her, hand on skewed hips and a face full of playful snark. Brooke hurried up, tail wagging, ears erect. Ashley crossed her arms with a casual, quiet nonchalance, all while Emma gazed upon him lustfully.

He turned and cocked an eyebrow, already knowing what to expect.

“Please, don’t mind us.” Emma licked her lips. “We’re just enjoying the view.”
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Clarke stood in the dining hall, alone, staring down at the map of Area 51 with his arms crossed. The sun had set, both at the mansion and in Nevada, and the time for their attack was almost at hand. His brow was heavy as he contemplated all the decisions that had led to this moment, from his awkward awakening with Broken Fang to the present where a small army of shifters and mages awaited his orders.

It's been a journey, all right, he thought. And now it’s time to see this through to the end. I don’t know if I’d call this moment a part of my destiny so much as my duty. A great evil holds the world in its clutches, and I now have the means to strike a heavy blow against it.

Perhaps heavy enough to end it for good.

No pressure.

He didn’t know if he wanted to sigh or laugh.

He studied the map for a while, but no new revelations came to him. He retrieved his heavy revolver from the table and slotted it into his shoulder harness. He was as prepared as he could be.

The only question was: Would it be enough?

A door opened behind him, and a familiar presence approached, her magic full of love, light, and a warm, golden glow.

“My love.”

“Hello, Ashley.”

She came up alongside him and slinked an arm around his waist. One of her wings draped his shoulders like a feathery cloak.

“Is everyone ready?” he asked.

“They are, my love. Everyone’s waiting for you in the basketball court.”

“Then we best not keep them waiting.”

He took one last look at the map, nodded to himself, then left the dining hall with Ashley by his side. The mansion was surprisingly quiet for this time of day; Clarke had grown used to the background din of their allies working and living within the grand building. The comparative silence struck him as odd and somewhat alien.

“Emma’s parents called earlier,” Ashley said.

“About the d-hunters flooding Chester Creek?” Clarke asked, his eyes fixed forward.

“That’s right.”

“How many vampires are we up to?”

“Dozens. Perhaps over a hundred by now, with more arriving every hour. They’re preparing for a large-scale attack, and they don’t seem to be shy about it.”

“Good.”

Ashley raised a questioning eyebrow.

“Any hunters Belphegor commits to this city,” Clarke explained, “are hunters she won’t have at the bunker. Let Knightfall and the rest consolidate their strength in Chester Creek. We won’t be around by the time they strike.”

“Ah, yes.” Ashley nodded knowingly. “And you have your own plans for what to do with them, should we succeed at the Throne.”

“That I do.”

They crossed the mansion. A pair of wolfmen opened the double doors, and a loud susurrus bled through. He saw the orderly ranks of what he could only think of as his troops.

Shifters in a combination of hybrid and bestial forms awaited him to the left, armed and armored with a wide variety of enchanted gear. The Graycoats stood proudly at the front, denoted with gray armbands stitched with the renditions of the full moon.

Witches and wizards stood ready to the left. They carried far less equipment, though their garments shimmered with the weaves of powerful spells. Behind them lurked hulking golems of stone, bone, and metal, and beside those constructs were a small but powerful menagerie of creatures and summons.

Emma, Brooke, and Sammy waited for him at the far end of the court, adorned in dark red with the Portal of Gold shimmering at their backs. Ixia stood off to the side within a small cluster of shifters and mages who were too young, too weak, or too in-the-middle-of-being-pregnant to participate.

They would wait the battle out within the safety of the Golden Citadel.

The basketball court fell silent except for the rhythmic clomp of Clarke’s boots and the click of Ashley’s heeled sandals as they crossed the middle. Mason Sandoval, Luna Hawthorne, Hepatica Grey, Nicholas Rogers, and Veronica Stroe all gave him respectful nods as he passed. He reached his wives and spun to face the gathered forces. His boots made a quiet squeak.

The room held its collective breath and watched him. Lady Forn whinnied quietly, and Waddle raised his huge, leathery head.

Clarke summoned his wings, and the twin curtains of crimson feathers sprang forth through the slits on either side of his back armor. His halo materialized, burning scarlet above his head, and he floated a few feet off the ground. Ashley spread her own wings and joined him in the air, her own light clean and pure as his wives stepped forward to be by his side.

He let silence reign over the court, let his Empathy taste the room’s awe and excitement and hope, counterbalanced with fear and anxiety at what they were about to do.

They gazed up at him as their leader, and he addressed them as such.

“I’ve asked a great deal of all of you,” he began, “and now I ask for even more. But not without cause, for we stand at a great fork in the road.” He gestured to one side with an open palm. “In the dark is the status quo. A world where vampires have enslaved an unwitting humanity. Where they consume them like cattle and placed shackles on the rest. A world almost completely blind to the harsh and terrible reality slowly eating us alive.”

He gestured to the other side.

“In the light, we have a new beginning. A world awake to the fangs at its throat, empowered to free itself from the slavery and death that plagues it. And so I must ask you, my fellow warriors, which side do you choose? Darkness? Or light?”

“Light!” the entire room thundered. “Light! Light! Light!”

Clarke held up a hand, and the cheers died off.

“As you should, because we here possess the power to change the status quo. More than that, we’re on the verge of shattering it. None of us are to blame for the state the world is in, but that isn’t enough. If people like us—those with the power and will to resist—do nothing, then the vampires and their evil will continue on. Year after year. Age after age. And so we here possess the luxury of choice. Do we stand aside and accept darkness?”

Murmurs conveyed their revulsion and discontent.

“Or do we fight for what we know is right? Fight to shepherd in a new age of freedom and light!” Clarke raised a defiant fist. “To that question, I choose light!”

His allies cried out in raucous agreement.
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Clarke waited beside the Portal of Gold within the heart of Aureum Arcem, hands clasped in the small of his back, the women of Broken Fang to his sides. Strange, thrumming machinery lined the chamber’s spherical walls while mechanical butterflies flittered about. Their allies stood before the portal in a row two across and deep enough to extend back into the corridor beyond the entrance.

The werewolves were first, Mason and Luna and the Graycoats in front, armed and psyched for battle. Most eyes were forward, fixed on the portal, but a few shifters gawked at their strange environment. Many had been here before, but Ashley had rushed them from the Rogers farm to the mansion during the evacuation, so this was the first time they’d been able to soak in the angelic fortress. As for the others, they were seeing all of this for the first time.

Clarke met Luna’s gaze, and she returned it with hard eyes. The widow’s face was grim and cold, but she gave him a confident thumbs up with her free hand. She held an AR-15 in the other, the barrel pointed down, trigger finger outside the guard.

The Portal of Gold’s surface undulated, then turned tranquil. It shimmered like an upright pool of liquid gold.

“Destination set,” Ashley announced.

“Team Moon, are you ready?” Clarke demanded with a clear, commanding voice.

“We are!” Luna replied sharply.

“Team Moon, go!”

Dozens of werewolves—either armed to the teeth or armed with teeth—charged through the portal.

Clarke had initially thought it made sense for the wizards to go first, since so much of the plan hinged on their disabling spells, but Nicholas, Hepatica, and Mason had all voiced their concerns, and he’d listened. Yes, the wizards needed to launch their spells as soon as possible, but they needed clear targets as well. That’s where the werewolves came into play. With their keen senses and fantastic durability, they’d weather whatever storm greeted them and pick out priority targets for the wizards before they arrived.

Instead, the wizards would go through last while the other teams secured a “beachhead” of sorts. Their suggestion had sounded good in theory, and so Clarke had authorized the adjustment to their overall plan.

Hepatica, Veronica, and Team Flower moved into position. The floor reverberated with the heavy footfalls of their golems. The hellhound Vlad padded up beside Veronica, tongue lolling happily in his mouth. He barked once at Clarke, a line of drool leaking from his gums. Just behind the front ranks, a pair of wolfmen checked their huge sniper rifles one last time.

“Adjusting destination,” Ashley said with one arm extended toward the portal.

Clarke faced the witch and vampire.

“Team Flower, are you ready?”

“We are!” Hepatica’s voice snapped like a whip.

“Destination set,” Ashley said.

“Team Flower, go!”

The golems trudged into the portal, followed by the dense mass of witches. The Portal wavered with each passing body with Dahlia and Hyacinth bringing up the rear. Dahlia gave him a quick wink before she disappeared through its golden waters.

Ashley raised her hand and began to adjust the destination.

Nicholas Rogers approached the threshold, looking very unwizardly in a ballistic vest with a revolver in one hand and a sleek metal staff in the other. His Kevlar helmet struggled to contain all that bushy gray hair, though Clarke was inwardly pleased to find a large, emerald-like stone affixed to the top of the staff. That part, at least, gave the impression of a “proper” wizard. The goggles helped as well, in more ways than one, since the loremaster had imbued them with a form of Scry to aid in fighting at night. The rest of the wizards carried an assortment of modern weaponry and arcane devices, joined by golems and a few creatures.

The unicorn eyed Clarke bitterly. He ignored her.

“Team Stone, are you ready?” he called out.

“That we are!” Nicholas thumped the base of his staff against the ground, and the emerald flared with inner fire. Other wizards mimed the gesture, and stones nestled in or atop their staffs glowed with mystical energies.

“Ready,” Ashley said.

“Team Stone, go!”

The wizards, constructs, and creatures charged through.

Ashley waved her hand, and the portal reconfigured once more.

Clarke faced his wives with a half-smile.

“I suppose I don’t have to ask you the same question.”

“Nope!” Sammy replied, the barest hint of a crimson halo wavering above her.

“Our place is by your side. Always.” Brooke eyes were as steeled and certain as her mother’s.

“We’re with you, Clarke.” Emma readied her shotgun. “Through whatever comes next.”

“As am I.” Ixia rested a hand on his vest. “In spirit, if not in the flesh.”

Clarke covered her hand with his and squeezed. He reached out to them, through the bonds of their rings and through Empathy. He tasted their love, their conviction, their confidence.

And yes, there was fear as well. How could there not be? But its presence only made him prouder. They stood with him despite whatever fears lurked in their hearts, and he knew, with every fiber of his being, that none of them would ever abandon him.

Nor would he ever abandon them.

“The portal is ready,” Ashley said, her voice a hair softer than before, and Clarke nodded.

“Time to end this.”

Broken Fang passed through the Portal of Gold.


Nineteen


The air was crisp, cool, and dry. A part of Clarke had expected the desert to be a sweltering furnace, but the sun had set over an hour ago and the last vestiges of winter still gripped North America.

The land was soaked in the thick energies of overlapping magic, not all of them familiar to him. Many were openly hostile, drenched in blood and iron.

The Portal had deposited them within the sprawling complex east of the airfield and south of Groom Lake’s salt flats. The Portal wavered between two long, rectangular, white-wall buildings that bore no signage of any kind. There were identical buildings past those in both directions, and more beyond them. The pop of sporadic gunfire and the thump and whud of explosives—both mundane and magical—punctuated what would otherwise be a calm night under a clear, starry sky.

Floodlights splashed their surroundings with pools of light, but his eyes didn’t require them. He spread his wings and rose to peek over the buildings. They were near the heart of the complex with Teams Moon, Flower, and Stone arrayed around them in the directions of their respective Ward generators. He couldn’t see any of the generators; they’d be hidden inside buildings, but he could feel their presence as a reverberation at the base of his skull.

It was a dark, evil thrumming that threatened to tear him to shreds should he approach the point of greatest resonance.

That location was a bit north of them. Broken Fang hadn’t emerged in the exact center, but south of it. He noted a square, innocuous building to the north, its outer walls lined with rollup doors and logistical docks, and he wondered if the entrance to Belphegor’s bunker lay within.

He landed.

A metal door flew open with a bang, and a young man in a military uniform barreled out, eyes frantic. His belt was unbuckled, trousers hanging low to expose his boxers. He hiked them up with one hand while struggling to retrieve his pistol from its holster.

His eyes widened when he spotted Clarke and company, terror eclipsing surprise. His lower lip and fangs shone crimson in the harsh light. The man may have appeared young, perhaps no older than twenty, but his magic stank with the foulness of old blood and rusted iron.

He was old.

Very, very old.

And they’d caught him snacking instead of doing his job.

Worse, judging by the state of his pants, he’d been “playing” with his food.

Clarke cast Blood Freeze, and the vampire’s hand twitched. His pistol dropped from numb fingers.

“Brooke,” Clarke commanded darkly, “kill him.”

The werewolf let out a brief, guttural snarl, and then pounced on the vampire. The impact knocked the wind out of his lungs, and he didn’t even gasp when she pinned him to the ground. He squirmed impotently before she chomped onto his throat and ripped it out.

The vampire spat and gurgled, blood gushing through his ruined arteries. He tried to throw her off, but she was an unmovable mound of fur, muscle, and fury. She clasped his lower jaw with one hand and the base of his neck with the other, her scythe-like claws digging into his flesh. With an angry grunt, she ripped his head off and flung it into the darkness.

It landed on a distant roof with a wet thunk.

She rose, blood dripping from her maw.

“One down,” she growled.

Clarke approached the door the vampire had stormed so haphazardly out of. He peered into the gloom⁠—

—and immediately wished he hadn’t. He swallowed, hardened his heart, then closed the door.

“How bad is it?” Emma asked.

“She’ll live, assuming we win.” He keyed his radio. “All teams sound off.”

“This is Team Stone,” Nicholas reported. “Initial spell bombardment was a success. I’d say well over ninety-five percent of the humans are taking naps, though watch out for remaining pockets. Now advancing toward the Southwest Generator.”

“Team Moon here,” Luna called in. “We’ve encountered moderate resistance. Now pressing toward the North Generator.”

“Team Flower here!” Hepatica shouted over the radio. “Encountering heavy resistance at our generator!”

Something huge, angry, and not-of-this-world bellowed from the witches’ direction, followed by the harsh roar of gunfire.

“Shit!” Hepatica cried. “That hellbeast has us pinned down! No way we can advance through that!”

The gunfire blared again, its muzzle flashes painting the buildings with rapid flickers.

“Understood. We’re on our way.” Clarke gestured to his wives. “Brooke, Sammy, on me. Let’s go, ladies!”

Sammy leaped onto him and morphed into a pink backpack-like shape nestled between his wings while Brooke crouched before him, letting him loop both arms under hers. He spread his wings and lifted both wives into the air effortlessly. Ashley and Emma rose after him, and together they flew toward the sound of gunfire.

He spotted the witches hunkering down behind one of the many white-walled buildings, bunched up near a corner that had been partially chewed by incoming fire. Debris from two of their golems lay sprawled across the intersection, and they were rotating the rest forward.

Heavy gunfire blared, and its tracers lit the night, forming a luminous snaking line that chewed through walls and ricocheted off concrete. He followed it back to the source and discovered a hulking, humanoid beast. It had to be two stories tall, with curved horns protruding from either side of a flattened, ugly face. It was naked and sexless, its skin a sickly gray and slightly translucent, offering glimpses of pumping organs and … whirring machinery? It stomped forward on powerful legs that ended in cloven hooves and raised its left arm. Instead of a hand, the inflamed, reddened stump bore a cluster of weaponry.

“That’s a hellbeast?” Sammy scoffed over the wind. “Looks like a fucking cyberdemon from Doom!”

“It’ll die all the same,” Brooke replied harshly.

“You ladies ready for a combat drop?” Clarke asked.

“Oh, hell yeah!” Sammy replied.

The hellbeast raised its gun-arm and fired. Clarke, Emma, and Ashley broke in three directions. A few shots hit Ashley, but they plinked off her, even from spots not properly covered. A lucky bullet struck Clarke, but his Sanguine Shield took the hit effortlessly.

The cybernetic hellbeast tried to track Clarke, perhaps guessing he’d be the slowest and easiest target with his passengers, but he wove through the torrent of fire while Emma and Ashley circled around.

Emma pulled a grenade off her bandolier and chucked it at the monster. It clattered off the creature’s forehead, fell past its torso, and then detonated into a purplish blast. Metallic flower petals lacerated its flesh. The beast bled from a thousand fresh wounds, and it rubbed its face with its only hand, brushing the magical splinters off.

Ashley flung her spear into the hellbeast’s back, and the weapon sank deep into its corrupted flesh. It roared, arching its back and firing wildly into the air.

Clarke swooped in from the other side.

“Now!”

He released Brooke, and Sammy leaped off, morphing into a pink glider as she descended. Brooke landed atop one shoulder, claws anchoring her in place, and Sammy splashed against the monster’s face. Pink slime writhed about the horned head, collecting around the neck to form a pink innertube⁠—

—which then contracted.

The hellbeast bellowed, but this time the sound came out raspy and desperate. Sammy constricted around its throat with mounting force. Ashley landed on its back, gripped her spear, and drove it deeper while Brooke tore through the ligaments holding up its gun-arm.

The hellbeast dropped to a knee, and the huge gun capping its weaponized limb thumped against concrete, leaving a spiderweb of cracks. It sucked in a hissing, wheezing breath and clawed at Sammy with its huge hand, but she squirmed around its throat, always one step ahead, even as she crushed inward.

Clarke readied his thirstblade, tucked in his wings, and dove. He shot across the hellbeast at a steep diagonal and cleaved it open from shoulder to hip, landing beside one cloven hoof. Vile entrails and strange mechanisms burst forth from its body, flooding the ground with gray slop and bits of machinery. It dropped to both knees, a long tongue dangling from gray lips.

The hellbeast let out one last terrible groan. It teetered forward, forehead slamming into the pavement, and then slumped into a hideous, lifeless mound.

Hepatica, Veronica, and several witches rounded the corner, joined by two werewolf snipers.

“Thanks for the save, Clarke.” Hepatica jogged up to him, breathing heavily. “We’ll press on toward⁠—”

A burst of green lightning arced into the sky from the north, attracting everyone’s attention. The font of vampiric energy spasmed, forks of ghostfire clawing at the sky until they sputtered out.

“Looks like Luna is ahead of schedule,” Veronica commented.

Clarke keyed his radio. “Team Moon, report.”

“Team Moon here,” Luna replied, her vocal pitch consistent with her hybrid form. “North Generator is under our control. We’ll need a few minutes to completely wreck the place. Once done, we’ll make our way toward the bunker.”

“Team Stone here,” Nicholas called out, his voice strained. “Resistance is picking up at the Southwest Generator. If you ask me, someone got a clue and started gathering their remaining forces around this generator. We could use a hand punching through.”

“Roger that,” Clarke acknowledged. “On our way.”
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The wizards were heavily engaged by the time Clarke and company swooped in, landing behind cover near Nicholas. The Southwest Generator was located within a blocky structure over a hundred yards away, and the terrain in between was flat and open.

To a casual observer, the satellite building’s placement would have appeared unusual since there wasn’t anything else nearby and only a single road connected it to the main complex. To Clarke and the others, its position within the Death Ward triangle made perfect sense.

Tracers and arcane bolts crisscrossed over a barren stretch of road, and shots zinged against tough siding. The air was heavy with magic, blood, and iron.

“Report!” Clarke shouted over the rattle of gunfire.

“Those bastards dug in fast,” Nicholas replied, speaking loudly near one of Clarke’s ears. “I’d say they’ve got about twenty or so people over there, probably a mix of vampires and servants. Summons, too, but the worst part is the golem.”

“A golem? Just the one?”

“Yeah, but it’s a handful. I’ve got two men down because of that blasted thing.” He pointed to the wounded on the ground with a third wizard tending to their injuries. “We saw an opening and tried to push them off the generator, but then that thing showed up. We hit it with everything we’ve got, but it shrugged it all off. Had no choice but to fall back.”

“Sounds like we need to take that golem down if we’re going to break their position.”

“Agreed, but that thing must be built out of surplus tank armor or something. Destroying it won’t be easy.”

“Maybe there’s another way, then,” Clarke replied, thinking fast out loud. “It’s a golem, which means there’s a mage controlling it. Kill that vampire, and the golem falls apart.”

“That could work, assuming whoever created the damned thing is over there. If not, then …”

“Then we tear it apart the hard way.”

“Not exactly ideal.”

“Nicholas,” Clarke said, “one way or another, we need to bring that generator down. If we can’t do this with the wizards you have, then our only option is to wait for Moon or Flower to catch up.”

A spasm of green lightning erupted in the distance, forking into an empty sky, followed by a zigzag of wild energy emerging from Team Flower’s direction.

“They’re still busy with their own generators,” Nicholas noted.

“And will be for several more minutes. Plus they’ll need time to reach us, never mind whatever surprises Belphegor hits them with on the way. The longer we take, the more time our enemy has to mount a proper response.”

“Oh, trust me, Clarke. I’m well aware.” The wizard gripped his staff more firmly, back straightening. “Mark my words, we’ll bring that generator down. With you and Broken Fang by our side, I know we can do this.”

“Good. Get ready to push toward the generator.” Clarke turned to the ladies of Broken Fang. “Brooke, Sammy: you’re with the wizards. You advance when they do. Emma, Ashley, you’re with me. Time to give them some air support.”

“You got it!” Sammy’s pistol slid up through her arm and popped out of her upturned palm. She snatched the weapon out of the air.

Brooke growled with an approving nod. She crouched near one corner of the building, a hunched mass of fur and muscle. Sammy joined her there, both itching to dash across the open terrain.

Clarke, Ashley, and Emma spread their wings and shot up into the air. They arced toward the square block of the Southwest Generator building, bullets and blasts of energy spewing from its windows. Some of the enemy combatants were outside, using the walls and corners as cover, but most were hunkered down within the building. A few of the rollup doors had been opened or damaged, but most remained intact.

The militarized golem stood its ground out in front and looked very much the part of a walking tank. The front of its limbs, torso, and shoulders resembled the smooth, slanted, desert-hued armor of an M1 Abrams main battle tank. Its head was formed from a collection of scopes, lenses, and small dishes, and the long barrel of a howitzer lay across one shoulder. Machine guns had been affixed to its forearms.

The golem peered up at them with its many sensors and began to raise its weaponry. Clarke cast Sanguine Prison, and scarlet chains burst from the ground to ensnare the golem. Its limbs slowed, straining against the magical bonds, and Clarke and company flew over the generator building.

A few combatants along either side of the building opened fire at them, but those inside could no longer target them. A bullet hit Clarke’s shield and ricocheted off in a brief spray of red energy.

“Emma, bombs away!” He pointed down at the roof, positioning himself to shield her. “All of them!”

The succubus yanked a grenade off her bandolier, pulled the pin, and dropped it. She grabbed a second one, released that, and was reaching for a third when the first exploded. A wave of purplish energy blasted a hole in the roof and blew the HVAC unit clear off the side. Another detonation widened the hole, and the third grenade rebounded inside, sounding like a tin bell when it made contact with the floor, then exploded.

Vampires and their servants screamed. One leaped through a window. Another shouldered through a door. The next grenade boomed, and every window blew outward in showers of glass and petals.

More explosions followed, one after the other, bathing the interior with violet fire until Emma was out of droppable munitions. A thick green bolt scythed upward past her, indicating that at least one blast had damaged the generator.

The vampires staggered about, stunned and disorganized, their defensive position in shambles, their golem struggling against bonds of blood magic.

The wizards chose this moment to charge.

A cry rose up from Team Stone, and they broke into a sprint, rushing the vampires with rage in their hearts and death on their lips. Sammy emptied her pistol and then whipped an elongated arm out to yank one of the vampires off his feet. Brooke pounced on him and mauled his chest until nothing remained but tattered meat.

Fornication and Waddle joined the charge. The unicorn skewered a vampire on her horn and blasted him into sparkling, cheerful confetti while the dire turtle plodded forward. Waddle was comparatively slower, but he was also the size of a car, and a plod for him was close to a jog for a human being. A pair of vampires rushed him with swords, and he swept his path with a stream of deadly flame that immolated both of them. They dropped to the ground, screaming, and he crushed them underfoot.

Spells shot back and forth, and more vampires fell—wizards, too—but the golem remained, empowered by its master’s will. Clarke concentrated, reaching out with senses naturally attuned to vampiric magic. He perceived the invisible threads binding the construct to its creator, saw where they led, and pointed.

He glanced toward Ashley, and the angel’s eyes gleamed with instant understanding. She threw her spear. It shot through the air like a bright bolt of blue and impaled the vampire through the sternum, pinning him to the ground. Ashley clenched her fist. Golden lightning snapped between her fingers, more arced out of her spear, and the vampire began to smoke like a piece of meat on a spit.

The golem teetered. Its guns dropped off. Heavy plates thumped into the ground, and then it toppled into a jumbled mess of armor and weapons.
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The generator turned out to be a fusion of technology and body horror: a sculpture crafted from metal, flesh, and magic. It resembled a spherical mound of pipes and protrusions with contorted bodies fused into the mass, their mouths open in frozen screams.

“Mages,” Nicholas uttered, stepping up beside Clarke. The wizard’s face twisted as his team readied a set of spells to blast this generator into oblivion. “Mages kidnapped from their clans. To be used as … parts.” He hissed the last word venomously.

Clarke clapped a hand on the wizard’s shoulder, and he nodded.

“I’m fine. Just need to find some more vampires to kill.” He squared his shoulders, then called out: “We ready?”

“Ready, Loremaster!”

“Then destroy this damned eyesore already!” he spat.

The circle of wizards lowered their staffs. Energy scintillated down the shafts, and bolts slammed into the generator. Green lightning forked outward, and the mechanisms flickered. They blasted it again. Cracks formed, and greenish smoke rose from the interior.

The wizards hit it one last time, and the generator erupted into a burning green pillar. Smoke and sparks and flames rose from the site as Team Stone turned from the ruined generator.

Tracers lit brief, shallow arcs across the sky from the direction of the bunker’s entrance, and their radios crackled:

“Clarke!”

He keyed his radio. “Clarke here. Go ahead, Luna.”

“Team Moon has reached the bunker entrance, but they’re not letting us in without a fight. Hepatica’s on her way, but we could really use some support. They’re throwing everything they’ve got at us.”

“Roger that. We’re on our way.” He released his radio and faced the wizard. “Nicholas?”

“Team Stone, move out!” Nicholas urged his wizards forward with a wide sweep of his staff. “Time to break this bunker wide open!”

The wizards cheered and whooped as they began to sprint back across the complex. Lady Forn whinnied and galloped ahead while Waddle kept up as best he could.

“Brooke! Sammy!”

The slime girl leaped onto his back, and Brooke turned, allowing him to scoop her up in the middle of a jogging leap into the air. Ashley and Emma took to the sky and formed up on either side of him.

They flew toward the raging battle as Hepatica’s witches clashed with the seething heart of Belphegor’s forces, now guarding the innocent-looking square building Clarke had noted earlier. Gunfire and magical blasts shot back and forth as the werewolves pressed in from the north and the witches from the east, pressuring the vampires, servants, creatures, and constructs guarding what had to be the bunker’s entrance.

Clarke landed behind a long, rectangular building and approached the edge. He peeked around the corner⁠—

—only to be forced back by a quick burst of gunfire.

“Want me to clear the way?” Brooke growled.

“Not yet. We’ll wait for the wizards to catch up and⁠—”

“For the Wi-Fi!” Fornication cried, galloping past them straight into the open. She left a rainbow-hued trail of fading sparkles in her wake. Multiple guns opened up, but every shot ricocheted off her with the tinkle of silvery bells. She rammed her horn through one of the defenders, and the poor soul bloated unnaturally before exploding into pastel confetti. Clarke could have sworn he heard children cheering somewhere off in the distance.

“Or we can go right now,” he said sourly, then: “Broken Fang, charge!”

Brooke and Sammy rounded the corner while Clarke led the others up and over the building.

A concrete golem tackled the unicorn. Both went down, and the golem rose first, grabbing the unicorn by her horn. She released a surge of multicolored energy up her horn, but the construct must have been resilient to her magic. Sparkles painted its forearm with rainbows and smiling sunshine but had no other effects.

The golem lifted the unicorn by her horn.

“Oh shit!” she cried, a moment before the construct slammed her into the ground. The impact released a spray of colorful glitter along with that childish cheering sound. It lifted her again and brought her down with enough force to crack the earth. The golem did this repeatedly, slamming the unicorn back and forth in rapid succession, each time leaving a painted pastel smear on the ground before it finally flung her into the air in a long arc.

The unicorn flew past Clarke, screaming:

“I’ll be back, you filthy sluts!”

She landed on a roof several dozen yards away.

Clarke surveyed the ebb and flow of the battle as more combatants poured into the building from unseen levels below, most of them vampires by the stench of their magic. They kept to the structure for cover as their constructs and summons ranged outward, engaging the werewolves and witches more directly.

Both Team Moon and Team Flower were heavily engaged, each making slow but steady progress toward the central objective, though the knot of vampiric defenders would be a problem once the chaff had been dealt with.

Notably, those vampires were all bunched up inside, crammed in increasingly tight as reinforcements joined them, and Clarke permitted himself a cruel grin. He’d been practicing a variant of one of his most dependable spells, and the moment to unleash it had finally arrived.

“I need time to prepare a spell.”

Both Ashley and Emma dove into action, and he gathered his strength for a decisive blow.

The spells were so demanding he was forced to dip into his life force. He did so, converting blood into mana to join the nephilim reserves percolating within his body.

The battle raged before and beneath him. He spread his open hands and cast Wide Boosted Bloodlust on one of the few vampires he could see through a window. The woman crumpled into a fetal ball, her limbs drawn to her own body by powerful arcane suction, neck crooked at a painful angle.

But that was far from the only effect.

Vampires around her found themselves yanked off their feet, dragged inexplicably toward her. Some resisted, grabbing hold of any available anchor, but others stumbled and tripped into her, adding to the growing ball of bodies. Outgoing fire faltered, and his allies pressed forward in the brief respite, but that wasn’t the true purpose behind his spell.

No, he intended to kill as many of them as possible, and he followed up his first spell with Rampant Boosted Blood Boil.

The vampire at the center of the squirming mass screamed, and smoke poured out of her mouth. Her eyes sizzled like bacon on a skillet. She bloated obscenely, then exploded into a spray of blood and bone.

Vampires flew in all directions, drenched in scalding blood and shredded by bony shrapnel. That may have been bad enough, given the proximity of the blast, but the spell was far from over. Every vampire touched by the steaming blood began to smoke. Some screamed. Others cursed. A few whimpered in terror. Two ran around wildly, clutching their ruined eyes.

And then, one by one, they exploded into bloody, infectious bursts of superheated blood.

That spread the spell to even more vampires, and when they blew up, their blood spread it even farther. Outside the building, golems collapsed and summons began to act erratically, their minds no longer tethered to a commanding presence.

The delayed staccato of juicy pops rippled through the building, accompanied by screams and panicked cries.

Until the explosions stopped.

As did the screams.

A strange stillness settled over the battlefield, and Clarke landed before an open doorway painted red with vampire blood. Pungent steam exhaled through a large, central rollup door that had been blown apart during the battle. The interior was an abattoir, every surface slick with gore. A paved path angled down toward a huge rectangular door. It was wide enough for two lanes of traffic.

Clarke approached this entrance, his Empathy sampling the silent awe of his allies. They were astonished by his display of raw power and, perhaps, a little fearful. Thankful, too, that he was on their side.

None of this fear touched Ashley or his wives. Their thoughts carried only love and pride and gratitude. They knew he would never raise a hand against him, that he would give his life to protect them, and because of that they had nothing to fear.

Ashley landed beside him and planted one end of her spear against the ground.

“It seems you’ve opened the way for us,” she said with a slim smile.

Her smile vanished as a massive passenger plane touched down on the main airfield, with another aircraft’s running lights blinking in the distance, banking into its final approach.


Twenty


“If I were to guess,” Clarke said as he and the team leaders watched the third plane land, “Belphegor’s called in reinforcements.”

“Who knows if they’re human or vampire,” Hepatica noted. “Or a combination of both.”

“Whatever they are, they need to be dealt with. Hepatica, Nicholas?”

The two mages faced him.

“Hold this position. Keep those reinforcements off our backs. We can’t afford to get pincered inside the bunker.”

“We’re not going inside with you?” Hepatica asked.

“Not with those reinforcements flooding the airfield.” Clarke surveyed the bloody carnage around the bunker hatch. “There’s a good chance Belphegor has expended the majority of her forces on site. Now, I don’t doubt for a second she’s held back a few aces, but we should be able to handle whatever’s left.”

The two senior mages glanced into the bloody interior. None of them questioned his reasoning.

“Besides,” Clarke continued, “we always knew it was going to be rough for you mages to fight in an enclosed space, especially one we don’t have a good feel for. You’re squishier and more ranged-focused than Team Moon. Out here, you can leverage your strengths to hold this ground more effectively.”

“Understood. We’ll keep your backs clear.” Hepatica locked eyes with the wizard, who nodded. The pair hurried back to their respective teams and began issuing orders. Teams Flower and Stone mobilized soon after, assuming defensive positions in and around buildings between the bunker entrance and the airfield.

“What about us?” Luna stepped forward alongside Mason. Their hybrid forms were caked with grime and blood, though how much of the latter belonged to them was hard to tell.

“Lead Team Moon into the bunker,” Clarke ordered. “Sweep the interior and find us a way down to the Throne. Broken Fang will follow you in and hit anything that gives you trouble.”

“You’ve got it!”

Luna and Mason began barking orders. Team Moon formed up, and Luna led the Graycoats down first. The rest of Team Moon hurried inside, and Clarke led Broken Fang in behind them. They followed the road into the bunker, jogging down the steep incline on a path that corkscrewed for a while before leveling off at some sort of underground guard kiosk.

That’s where Team Moon encountered its first spat of resistance, though it was short lived. Gunfire echoed off concrete walls, followed by vicious howls and abbreviated screams. They pressed forward, deeper into the complex until they came to a wide parking garage with over a dozen military transports next to what might have been a logistical staging area.

Luna halted the werewolves near the entrance to the parking garage, then called Clarke forward.

“What do we have?” he asked quietly, crouching beside her.

“The vampires have set an ambush in the garage.” Luna peeked around the corner, pointing out locations. “There, there, and there. Given the stench, I’d say there are a lot of them. Plus auxiliaries hiding inside those transports. Probably golems and the like.”

“They’re spread out into a wide arc,” Clarke noted. “Looks like they learned their lesson from the surface.”

“Right, but check this out. There. Along the far wall. You can see some signage above the entrance.”

He followed her gaze. “A freight elevator.”

They both ducked back into cover.

“I’d bet good money that leads down to the sublevels,” Luna said. “Maybe even all the way to the bottom.”

“Makes sense. They need some way to move heavy equipment around. But a crafty enemy would have a way to disable that lift. Maybe even trap it with magic or explosives.”

“True, but most of you in Broken Fang can fly, and you can carry the rest. Why bother calling the lift at all?”

Clarke nodded, a plan forming in his mind.

“Luna, have Team Moon hit the ambush. While you have them occupied, Broken Fang will punch through to the freight elevator and take the shaft down as far as it goes. Think you’re up for this?”

“We can handle ourselves, plus we know the clock’s ticking. Those reinforcements are on their way, and there could be more behind them. So don’t you worry. We’ll plow the road for you.”

“All right. Then let’s do this. Launch your attack when ready. We’ll follow you in.”

Luna signaled Mason over while Clarke hurried back to Ashley and the others. He explained the plan to them, and they gathered around the corner, ready to spring into action once the werewolves engaged the vampires.

A howl rose up amongst the werewolves, and those that had remained in hybrid form set aside their weapons and transformed into full beasts. They roared and snarled and bellowed obscene insults at the vampires, disparaging their ancestry and uncouth closeness to the maternal side of that lineage. They criticized the size of certain parts of the vampires’ anatomy, questioned the functionality of said anatomy and its effectiveness at producing any viable offspring.

The garage roiled with raw emotions: anger, fear, impatience, and frightfully cold discipline. The vampires held their position while the werewolves psyched themselves up for the final push.

Luna made a sharp cutting gesture with one large, clawed hand.

The packs fell silent.

The entire chamber seemed to hold its collective breath.

Luna let loose a sonorous howl—the note deep and long and vengeful—and the werewolves launched themselves into the open at full gallops. The vampires opened up, their concave position spewing fire from the entire arc of vehicles while golems and hellish summons tore through the canvas-covered backs of the trucks.

A handful of werewolves staggered under the onslaught, bullets tearing through their flesh, but more sprinted past, closing the gap rapidly until the two forces collided with the crunch of teeth against bone and the tearing of claws through flesh. Obsidian blades sang through the air, and cries rose from both sides.

Golems swung heavy, ponderous fists. Skulls cracked. Ribs shattered. Furry bodies flew through the air, only to land deftly, shaking off their injuries to sprint back into the fray.

Both sides gave this fight their all, and no one showed the slightest hint of falling back. Clarke sensed a rising desperation through his Empathy, and he could guess why. This was the last meaningful defense between them and the Throne. He didn’t doubt more obstacles remained, but Belphegor had committed the remaining bulk of her forces to this fight.

And the werewolves were tearing them a new one.

Not quickly. These were vampires ancient and powerful enough to earn a seat before their “Great Mother,” and they fought hard. They were tough and strong and skilled and powerful.

But it wouldn’t be enough.

Luna, Mason, and rest of Team Moon would come out on top.

Which only left the Throne.

Along with the devil who sat upon it.

“Now!” Clarke shouted, and Broken Fang followed him into the open.

They cut a swift path through the vampiric lines, dashing between a pair of now-burning vehicles, then curved around the pieces of a toppled golem before rushing toward the freight elevator entrance. It must have been large enough to accept any one of the military vehicles in the garage, judging by the size of the gate, which was closed. That last obstacle would barely slow them down. Clarke was about to order Brooke forward when the elevator opened, the front gate sliding up into the ceiling.

Three vampires approached them, looking as if they’d been plucked from a bygone era. They wore Medieval armor: long chainmail hauberks covered with obsidian cuirasses. Conical helms of the same material concealed their faces, and black capes fluttered as they approached. They held a variety of obsidian weapons in their gauntleted fists: a halberd, twin swords, and a staff adorned with small, screaming skulls that could only have belonged to children.

“Halt, blood knight scum!” the leader spat, his voice rasping with hatred and spittle. “You have dared disturb the Great Mother, and we, her Anointed Defenders, shall be your death!” He slammed his horrific staff into the ground. “You! Shall not! Pass!”

Clarke cast Boosted Sanguine Prison as he continued to race forward, the rest of Broken Fang not missing a step. Burning white chains ensnared the three elite vampires. Runes blazed across their armor, and they tore their limbs and weapons free.

“What is this trash?” the leader snarled, the end of one chain clasped in his gauntlet. His armor softened and smoked, but the vampire held the chain firm and then snapped it with a quick jerk. “Is that the best you’ve got?”

No, Clarke thought coldly. I only need to keep you bunched up for a few more seconds.

His thirstblade transformed into a white bar. He swung it horizontally and cast Boosted Scarlet Slash. Reality tore asunder under the force of his magic, and a second gash opened straight down the middle of the three vampires. The trio blazed with green runes from head to toe, and metal smoked wherever the attack touched them.

“Ha-ha-ha!” the leader laughed. “You fool!”

The glowing, burning, scorching tear in reality bored into the three vampires, and their obsidian began to glow orange.

“Our armor was gifted to us by Belphegor herself! Your blood magic is useless against⁠—”

Armor splintered. Flecks of molten glass flew everywhere, and the horizontal Slash carved a deadly path straight through all of their chests. Severed arms dropped to the ground, followed by their shoulders and heads. The bodies remained standing for a few awkward seconds, as if confused by the sudden turn of events, then collapsed into ragged piles.

Their weapons vanished into flutters of rising, greenish sparks.

“Yeah, take that, you sad Gandalf wannabes!” Sammy exclaimed. “We’ve got a date with your master!”

“Into the elevator!” Clarke ordered. “Quick!”

They hurried in. He found the controls, his eye drawn to one near the bottom, marked with a plaque that read Throne of Shadows.

“Convenient.”

He hit the button. The gate closed, and the elevator lurched into motion, descending into the bunker’s depths.

The sounds of battle faded, replaced with irritatingly cheerful elevator music.

“It feels like we’re in a loading screen or something.” Sammy retrieved the revolver from her chest. She verified it was fully loaded, then plopped it back in. “Are we there yet?”

“Can’t rush this,” Brooke quipped. “Must be a lot of files to load into RAM for the final boss.”

Sammy snorted a quick laugh.

“Stay focused, everyone,” Clarke said. “Ashley?”

“We’re heading the right way. I can feel the Throne’s presence, and that of my nemesis.”

“I can, too. It’s like a distant inversion of your aura. Instead of bright and kind, it’s dark and spiteful. As if she hates everything around her.”

“In a way, she does. She hates this world and all the life that calls it home.”

“Oh, wow.” Emma swallowed hard. “Now I feel it, too. We must barely be touching its boundary, but her power is incredible.”

Doubt crept into her eyes, and Clarke placed a hand on her shoulder.

“It’s true that we face a foe like no other,” he said. “But there’s no one I’d rather confront her with than the four of you. She may be strong, but together we’re stronger.”

A wave of love, resolve, and hardened nerves touched him as they continued their descent, the tinny rendition of elevator music playing in the background.

Less than a minute later, the elevator came to an abrupt, jolting halt.

Clarke checked the control panel. They were only halfway down. He hit the button a few times, but nothing happened.

“I was wondering how long they’d take before shutting down our ride,” he said. “Seems we’re on our own for the rest. Brooke, mind tearing us a hole?”

“With pleasure!” she growled with a wide grin.
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Brooke tore the gate open, and Clarke entered an opulent lounge, thirstblade ready. The wide, high-ceilinged space was well lit with expensive furniture: leather couches and chairs, richly carved tables so deeply varnished they were almost black, intricate obsidian plinths displaying vases or jewelry or other expensive artifacts. Huge landscape paintings adorned the walls, and while they were undoubtedly exquisite, all of them contributed to the ominous atmosphere.

A storm on the horizon.

The burning of a Medieval city.

A graveyard fallen into decay.

Clarke swept the lounge with eyes and ears, Empathy and magic.

No one was there to greet them.

He lowered his blade a hair as Ashley and the others gathered behind him.

“Wow.” Sammy stuck her fists on her hips. “Belphegor’s got crap taste in decor.”

“I think we’re alone,” Brooke snarled. “If anyone’s close, they’re well hidden. Clarke?”

“Same here. I don’t sense anyone except Belphegor.” He pointed toward the only exit. “Let’s go.”

They proceeded deeper into the level, past living quarters, a cafeteria with human body parts on the menu, and several large offices, all of them decorated with the same grim taste. One long corridor featured tall, glass-fronted displays with clothed skeletons. Each window was a glimpse into the past: a 1920’s mobster firing a tommy gun, a knight in full plate armor, a German soldier from World War II, and so many more.

“What are these?” Clarke asked quietly, sword held high, eyes ever alert.

“Belphegor’s favored servants throughout the ages,” Ashley replied.

“Creepy,” Sammy muttered.

They pressed on, and their surroundings became more technical than opulent with huge generators thrumming in the background or underneath their feet. Utility lines cut across the ceiling or dangled down walls, all leading toward the same place.

“Clarke,” Ashley said after a while, keeping pace at his side. “I have a favor to ask.”

“Name it.”

“I’d like you to give me a chance to speak with Belphegor.”

He glanced over and saw the sincerity in her eyes.

“There’s a chance I can convince her to leave this plane,” the angel explained. “A small chance, I’ll admit, but one I believe worth pursuing.”

“You really think she’d just give up after all this time? The two of you have been going at this for a thousand years. She’s basically enslaved our entire world in that time. Has she ever shown any hesitation when facing you?”

“No. Everything you’ve said is true, but the possibility exists and, more than that, I feel strangely compelled to try.”

“Why? She’s a devil and you’re an angel. You don’t owe her a thing.”

“True but …” Ashley hesitated, then smiled sadly. “You’ll understand when you see her.”

“Ashley?” He wasn’t sure what to make of that last statement.

“The important part is Belphegor has no true attachment to this world. Her task here is a burden to her, one she may choose to abandon, if given the choice.”

“I see.”

“Will you grant me this one favor? I won’t argue the point if you say no.”

He let out a long, thoughtful exhale, then nodded slowly.

“If you think we can end this without fighting her, then I say go for it. It’s worth a shot.”

“Thank you.” Her smile warmed, and her halo brightened. “I know I’m being somewhat evasive, and I appreciate you affording me the benefit of the doubt.”

They reached a heavy set of double doors. Brooke stepped forward, claws gleaming, but the doors slid aside before she reached them, revealing a vast circular chamber with a bridge leading to an inner platform.

The Throne of Shadows was more machine than chair. The seat itself was based around a single piece of blackest obsidian, possessing large armrests and a back that reached absurdly high until it split into bundles of cables, conduits, and pipes. Those lines connected to the convoluted machinery that formed the ceiling, its components twisting in on themselves so much it resembled a giant mechanical brain.

More machinery lined the pit around the central platform, descending toward the dark depths below. Clarke couldn’t see the bottom from this angle.

Two people awaited them, and both were a shock.

Baxter Redpeak stood attentively beside the throne, resplendent in his frock coat and top hat. His eyes found Clarke’s immediately, and he favored the blood knight with an eager grin.

Beside him, a beautiful blonde reclined lazily atop the throne, her shapely legs hanging over one armrest and her dark feathery wings draped over the other. She wore a black sleeveless vest to cover her ample bosom, held in place with a single precarious button. Her black pleated skirt led to black stockings and high-heeled boots. Her skin was fair and flawless, and her eyes were the vivid green of emeralds. A luminous green halo hovered above golden locks.

The devil Belphegor—mother of all vampires—reached into the punchbowl on her lap, retrieved what looked like a Double Stuf Oreo, and plopped it into her mouth. She chewed slowly, observing Broken Fang’s approach with a tiresome expression.

Clarke crossed the bridge with Ashley at his side. She and Belphegor could have passed for sisters in more mundane circumstances.

“What’s going on here?” Sammy muttered.

“She’s a devil,” Clarke whispered back, finally understanding. “A fallen angel.”

That simple statement had far worse implications than his wives may have realized. They’d all seen what Ashley could do—and what she could endure. She’d been crushed and smashed and pulverized any number of ways, been scorched by dragon’s breath and come away from all that without so much as a nick. He truly had no concept of what it took to actually harm her.

And now they stood before a foe just as powerful, if not more so.

A jolt of fear flashed through Clarke, cold and clammy. He pushed it down, forced it aside as they stopped before the Throne’s wide base.

“Sandalphon.” The devil’s voice possessed a rich, almost musical quality, yet held no warmth or welcome.

“Belphegor,” Ashley replied simply.

“It’s been a while.” The devil retrieved another Oreo and munched on it. She continued speaking with her mouth full. “You certainly kept me waiting.”

“I’d apologize for our tardiness, but your servants seemed intent on preventing our arrival.”

“It would have been nice if they had.” Belphegor swallowed. “Useless, the entire lot of them. Couldn’t stop one measly sycophant to the False Creator.”

“You would be wise not to speak so casually of our⁠—”

“And what if I do?” Belphegor sat up a little, one hand rummaging for another cookie. “We were all lied to; you and the others simply refuse to accept it. Creation isn’t supposed to be neat and orderly and full of these … things!”

She gestured toward Ashley’s companions.

“Don’t you see? Creation isn’t supposed to be thought and philosophy and art and charity and feelings.” She seemed ready to gag at that last word. “It’s supposed to be flame and radiation and the implacable march of entropy until the last proton dies. It’s chaos and vacuum and cosmic rays and event horizons and the crushing madness of infinity and forever. That is the proper order of things! Not these uppity protein strings strutting about like they own the place!”

“You were always blind to the true beauty of creation,” Ashley replied calmly. “And how its magnificence can be found in the smallest of corners.”

“And you’ve grown too accustomed to being small!” The devil sighed wearily and sank back into her throne. “Well, you’re here now. What of it?”

“I have an ultimatum for you.” Ashley clacked the end of her spear against the floor. “You will depart Earth and this entire plane of existence, never to⁠—”

Belphegor snorted.

“Never to return,” Ashley finished. “Face it, Belphegor, you’ve lost. Your⁠—”

“My plans are in shambles and I’d be better off fleeing this plane than facing you? That you and this rabble will kill me if I don’t? That you, in your weakened state, have the gall to believe you stand the slightest chance against me? Is that what you were about to say?”

Ashley frowned ever so slightly.

Belphegor rolled her eyes and swung her legs off the armrest.

“You poor, misguided fool. You always were the dim one. Your ultimatum suffers from a critical flaw. In order for it to carry weight, you need to stop me. You need to kill me, and I don’t think you can.”

She set her cookie bowl aside and rose to stand defiantly before her throne. Her green halo blazed as she shook out her dark wings and summoned an obsidian trident into her outstretched hand. The base sparked when it touched the ground, and the tips crackled. Her shirt burst into flames, turning to ash in moments as an obsidian breastplate took its place. More armor materialized over her forearms, lower legs, and the upper edges of her wings.

Redpeak’s outline fuzzed. He seemed to both stand still and turn to the side, leaving a ghostly afterimage in his wake. Both versions solidified, and then the Redpeak in motion left another afterimage, followed by several more.

A dense line of Redpeaks faced Broken Fang with glee in their eyes and sinister smiles on their lips. They snapped their hands out, and paired daggers appeared.

Clarke raised his thirstblade, and Ashley her spear. Brooke spread her claws, Sammy brought up her fists, and Emma readied her shotgun.

“Very well.” Ashley spread her wings, and her halo blazed like the sun. “Let this be our final battle.”

Belphegor cocked her head and smirked at them, as if to say “Is this all you’ve got?” She gave them a small headshake and raised her trident.

“So be it,” she declared with finality to match the grave.


Twenty-One


Clarke swung, and his thirstblade flashed against Redpeak’s crossed daggers. The vampire pulled back, whirled to the side, and thrust, but Clarke swept the attack aside with a rising edge. Another Redpeak darted in from behind, and Clarke took to the air, crimson sword clashing against obsidian. He shot past the first, beheading it with a swift stroke.

The shadow dissolved into black smoke.

“Yes!” The other vampiric shadow cackled. “Show it to me, blood knight! Show me what I’ve yearned for!”

The throne room had devolved into a chaotic melee with the Redpeaks everywhere.

They weren’t as strong as the singular shadow Clarke had faced at the mansion. Even a vampire as ancient as Redpeak had limits, and spreading his magic and concentration clearly taxed it, but those shadows were more than enough to occupy Clarke and his wives. He’d made several attempts to disengage to help Ashley against Belphegor, but Redpeak seemed intent on preserving his master’s duel with the angel.

Brooke roared and shredded another shadow, only to be assaulted from behind by two more. Sammy covered the werewolf’s back, pulverizing one while tripping the second with a whiplike arm. Emma landed beside the slime girl and pumped the shadow full of enchanted buckshot.

The shadow fizzled, but more rushed in while Ashley and Belphegor fought their own private war. The two immortals flew about the chamber as blurs of gold and green, weapons clashing, energies sparking, spells flying. They moved almost too fast for Clarke to follow, each of them a deadly whirlwind.

One of the Redpeaks charged Clarke, but he sidestepped, swatting the attack aside. The shadow came at him again, slashing his daggers horizontally like the detached blades of a scissor. Their weapons locked, scintillating with terrible energies.

“I should thank you,” Redpeak declared, grinning.

“Whatever for?” Clarke shoved the vampire back. They parted, then circled each other.

“You have lived up to—no, you’ve exceeded all my expectations.” He pointed a dagger at Clarke. “You’re the challenge I’ve sought! My search is at an end!”

“Congratulations!” Clarke spat. He shot in, cutting down at a diagonal. The shadow raised a dagger to block, but the weapon shattered into black splinters, and Clarke cut him down.

He vanished into dark, swirling mist.

“Fuck!” Brooke snarled, tossing aside the top half of a Redpeak. It struck the floor and spread into a fading smear. “Fighting these things is like punching the air! Nothing I throw lands!”

“Yeah, tell me about it.” Sammy took up position behind Brooke, fists up like a boxer. “No matter how many we take down, more keep on coming.”

Emma blew the head off a shadow then pumped her shotgun. She backed away, joining Clarke and her fellow wives in a tight circle. Redpeak shadows formed a loose ring around them, all of them wearing the same manic grin.

“Where are these things coming from?” Brooke snarled.

“The real Redpeak must be close,” Clarke said, eyes dancing from shadow to shadow, thirstblade held at the ready. “No way he can both control and replenish these shadows from afar.”

“Yeah, but where’s he hiding?” Sammy asked. “The new ones just poof out of thin air.”

“Physically, yes,” Emma observed. “But magically, they seem to be seeping upward as they take form.”

“’Upward’?” Clarke spun, catching sight of the deep, mechanized pit circling the throne. “There!”

He spread his wings and took a running leap into the air. A pair of Redpeaks moved to block his path, but he cut one down, even as the second’s blade sparked against his Sanguine Shield. He shot past, then slowed, hovering over the dark pit.

“Redpeak!” he shouted, and cast Aura of Judgment. His wings and halo flashed with ruby light, and the pit’s depths shone as if hit by a red-lensed camera flash.

Every Redpeak shadow flinched in perfect unison, raising the same arm to shield their faces from above. Brooke, Sammy, and Emma sprang into action, taking out half a dozen shadows before they regained their collective senses. More began to take shape, bodies coalescing in the dark corners of the massive chamber, but Clarke ignored them.

He locked eyes with a Redpeak at the base of the throne’s utility pit.

No, not a Redpeak.

The Redpeak.

He dove straight toward the real vampire, who flashed a delirious smile, even as he backpedaled hurriedly.

Clarke landed on one knee, broad wings spread, thirstblade drawn to his side. He met Redpeak with a low, cold gaze and rose to his feet. The two combatants faced off, the din of battle above muted by the distance.

“You have my sincerest gratitude.” The vampire removed his top hat and bowed theatrically, though his muscles remained tense, coiled and ready for a sudden burst of motion.

“Whatever for?”

“Win or lose, you’ve already granted me my deepest desire. I was right to come back here alone.” He tossed his hat aside like a tall frisbee and spread his daggers. “Now. Let us see which of us is stronger. Come at me, blood knight!”

Clarke burst forward, skimming over a rat’s nest of pipes and cables. Their weapons met in a blinding flash of red and green. Lightning spat from their weapons, and a pipe burst open. It whistled as the pit began to fill with greenish gas.

Clarke pressed in, his thirstblade forming a brutal arc of red, and Redpeak fell back. The vampire was fast and skilled, but each of Clarke’s swings carried the weight and power and fury of a nephilim blood knight. Of a man, a protector, a lover, and a husband. The memories of the fallen, the lives that had been given to get him here empowered him, granted him strength and purpose far beyond what he’d arrived with, and the vampire struggled to keep up with his vicious flurry of attacks.

Yet that maddening grin never left Redpeak’s lips, even as his brow creased with effort. His daggers were dark blurs, his movements precise. He was ancient beyond understanding, powerful beyond reckoning. A terror like no other, second only to his master. Uncountable men and women had fallen to his blades. He’d bathed greedily in violent excesses for ages, and risen the victor after every clash.

But now, here at the end, he staggered back from blow after blow, nearly in full retreat.

“Yes!” he cried. “Yes! Show it to me! Show me all you are!”

Dark energies swirled within the vampire, and he struck Clarke with Boosted True Death. The spell smothered Clarke with suffocating darkness, even as it filled his lungs with an airless exhale from the tomb; every inch of his skin prickled, but that’s as far as the attack went. A light welled up within him, burning bright and pure and golden, and the spell evaporated against this radiance.

Redpeak’s trump card had failed, but he didn’t know it. His eyes widened, watchful for an opening that would never come.

Clarke’s mind whirred through all the possible paths their duel could take, plotting courses through the future in an instant. His instincts as a fighter kicked in, subconscious and unrefined, yet tempered enough to have seen him through fangs and death and one close call after another.

His mind came to a conclusion, even though it never rose to the forefront of conscious thought. He flinched, lowering his guard enough to tease the vampire with the promise of sweet, sweet victory.

The bait worked.

Redpeak’s eyes gleamed with a sudden surge of hope, and he lunged, pouring everything into one final, reckless attack.

Clarke’s guard snapped up at the last moment. Their blades clashed, and the two men shot past each other, thirstblade hewing through flesh in a spray of blood. Redpeak’s left hand flew off, and the dagger hit the ground and shattered.

Clarke spun in a rapid pirouette, arm extended, blade singing through the air⁠—

—and through Redpeak’s neck.

“Gah!” the vampire gasped, clutching his throat with both hands. Blood pulsed, seeping through his fingers in an arterial river. He dropped to his knees, cackled joyfully one last time, then collapsed forward. His head fell from his shoulders and rolled until it became wedged in the crook of a conduit.

The severed head seemed to regard Clarke with vacant eyes, still grinning.

“ASHLEY!” Emma cried from high above, and Clarke’s gaze snapped skyward.

A golden explosion split the air, and more pipes burst within the utility pit.

Clarke shot up the pit like a bullet loosed from a gun. He burst into the open, spread his wings, and hovered near the ceiling, searching frantically. The last of Redpeak’s copies were fading away into ghostly mist, and his eyes swept over them without seeing.

Until they met a vision so terrible it froze him.

Ashley lay sprawled on the ground, wings charred, breastplate cracked, spear rolling away from her limp fingers. Belphegor planted a triumphant heel on her chest. The angel raised her head and glared at the devil with fierce defiance. She coughed, eyes never wavering as blood like molten gold trickled from her lips.

Belphegor raised her trident in a high, double-handed grip.

Clarke had only begun to call out when Belphegor plunged the trident into Ashley’s chest. The angel screamed and Belphegor ripped the trident out in a spray of liquid gold. The angel’s scream faded, falling off into lifeless silence. She collapsed back into a pool of her own luminous blood.

Ashley Smith—the angel Sandalphon, protector of this world and lover to the last blood knight—had fallen in battle.
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The chamber seemed to pause for a cold, brutal, empty moment—and then it sprinted into furious action once more.

Brooke spread her arms and loosed an ear-splitting roar, spittle flying from her gums. She emptied her lungs, ears back, teeth bared, then charged the devil. Sammy joined her while Emma swooped in.

Belphegor scoffed with a bored headshake and twirled her trident.

“Get away from her!” the slime girl shouted, trails of pink tears leaking from her eyes. She reached the devil first, one engorged fist pulled back for a mighty swing.

Belphegor swiped the air with her trident; the tips barely grazed Sammy, but dark energy rippled through her, and she flew aside like a fly struck by a huge swatter. She crashed into the far wall, splattering in a wide, pink smear that dripped onto the floor.

Brooke bellowed with heartbroken rage and leaped to tackle the devil. Belphegor sidestepped the lunge with almost casual ease and thrust with her trident. The trio of points pierced through Brooke’s legs above the knee, rending muscle and shattering bone. Brooke struck the ground on her side, and one leg landed several yards away, joined to her by a ribbon of blood. She rose to her hands and knee, yellow eyes filled with rage, jaws wide.

Belphegor spun in a quick circle and loosed a kick that cracked savagely against Brooke’s lower jaw. The werewolf flew back until she landed in a jarring, crunching roll. She came to rest against the far wall in a furry heap and let out a low, horrible whimper.

Emma unloaded shot after shot, but the enchanted pellets bounced off Belphegor, regardless of whether they landed on armor or skin. She smirked at the succubus and snapped her fingers.

The shotgun exploded in Emma’s hands. Bits of metal and plastic tore through her Sanguine Shield, which disintegrated into a shower of reddish motes. The succubus cried out, palms lacerated, eyes shut, left cheek bleeding from a deep cut. Belphegor hit her with a wave of ethereal force, and she flew back. The devil spread her wings as if intent on pursuit, but her attention soon snapped to Clarke.

“GET AWAY FROM THEM!”

He dove, swinging his thirstblade. She spread her wings, floated back several yards, then landed with clicks of her heels. She raised her trident and regarded him with curious care.

“So you’re the superweapon meant to be my undoing. I must say I’m sorely disappointed. Is this really all she was able to manage after a thousand years? This boy?”

Clarke approached the devil, sword ready, eyes locked on her, every muscle in his body tensed.

“She’s sent you to your death, boy,” Belphegor continued, “whether you realize it or not. You’re the ‘sacrificial lamb’ to be burned atop a pyre built from her failures. No mere mortal stands the slightest chance against me.”

Clarke and Belphegor faced off. His stance was low and primed, hers high and casual, trident at her side.

“Permit me this moment to elaborate on your despair. You believe Sandalphon and I are equals? That you merely face her dark reflection? Reality couldn’t be farther from that ignorant fantasy. Of the two of us, I have always been the stronger, and the Sandalphon you knew was a weak imitation of her former glory.”

“All that may be true,” Clarke replied, surprised by how cold and level his voice came out. “But you’re not unbeatable.”

“Where there’s a will, there’s a way?” She chuckled darkly. “How very human of you. Well then, human, face me. If you dare.” Her emerald eyes gleamed with malice.

Clarke spread his wings and launched himself forward. Their weapons clashed in a brilliant burst of competing energies. He pulled back, darted to the side, and struck again. Then again and again.

Belphegor’s guard was perfect, both in strength and technique. She moved with fluid economy, every stroke precise and without waste. He struck at her repeatedly, but her trident didn’t so much as waver with any of the blows.

He backed away, mind searching for a weakness to exploit.

He cast Sanguine Prison, but the chains dissolved as soon as they touched her. He cast Blood Boil, but she merely shook her head in a scolding manner. He hit her with Scarlet Slash, but she didn’t even bother to dodge.

“‘Boy’ is too good for you,” Belphegor taunted. “‘Infant’ would be better. Or perhaps ‘germ.’ You truly don’t understand what you face. You believe Sandalphon and I are, what? A thousand or so years old? We were ancient long before we came to this world. Your tiny, stunted excuse for a mind can’t possibly conceptualize what we are.”

“For a superior being, you sure do run your mouth a lot.”

“If you wish for me to skip to the end, I’m more than happy to oblige.”

Belphegor shot forward, and Clarke barely blocked in time. The impact gonged up through his arms, and he staggered back. She came in again, and he swept his sword up to deflect her attack. The terrible force of the impact threw his guard up and back, and she thrust in. He pulled away, barely managing to turn certain death into a stepping retreat.

Belphegor pressed on, harrying him with attack after attack, battering his defenses relentlessly. Forget offense; it took all his strength and skill just to keep her from skewering him!

A dreadful chill settled over him as they fought. Belphegor was too much for him, and he knew it. Her technique was impeccable, and her power eclipsed his own. There was no edge to exploit, no trick that would save him now. Ashley had fallen, and his wives would soon join her if he failed them here and now.

He forced those thoughts from his mind and fought on, around the pit’s perilous drop, across the bridge, then up and over the throne’s dais. He drew upon every drop of strength, gathered all that remained, all he had, and poured everything back into this fight.

He fought and fought and fought.

But he knew, with a strange detached certainty, that it wouldn’t be enough.

One of his rings glowed, and strength surged into him. Another ring blazed, and then another, but not with the crimson hue of bonded blood.

No, these three rings shined on his left hand with a golden light, tinged with the red of his magic. Strength and vitality and mana resonated within him, accompanied by love and hope and the certainty of their belief in him.

He knew the sources without looking, but he still chanced a quick glance.

His wives had gathered beside Ashley, whose eyes still gleamed despite the life bleeding from her chest. Brooke, Sammy, and Emma crouched beside her, propping the angel up, all of their hands clasped tightly.

Their bond rings shone like tiny suns, connecting him to them—and through them to Ashley. He didn’t know how this was possible. Perhaps some of the celestial magic he’d gifted to each of them now allowed them to serve as conduits to Ashley’s angelic power.

But the result was clear. And in this final battle, that was all he needed.

His three wives gifted him with all they had, and through them Ashley added her own. Three of the four rings on his left hand blazed hot against his skin, warming without scorching, shining without blinding.

No, he realized suddenly. Not three rings.

All four!

The last blazed a bright red, but even this one carried a hint of gold mingled with a sensation of falling petals. Ixia had somehow sensed his desperate need, separated by an unknowable distance of time and space as she waited within Ashley’s citadel. Her will, her love, her desire for victory reached him as well.

He was connected to all of them in that moment: the angel and his wives. A river composed of love and energy poured into him, filled him, empowering him with their wishes for a brighter future.

Clarke’s halo and wings turned white, and Belphegor squinted at the sudden glare. But not Ashley, and not his wives. They watched him unflinchingly, his light shining but not blinding. He raised the white bar of his thirstblade, now extending into a broadsword of light sheathed in a radiant aura.

Belphegor met his eyes, still squinting. His lips curled back, and she bared her teeth. She now saw the threat he posed, understood the depths of Sandalphon’s plans, and knew with stark certainty that he could not be permitted to exist.

Clarke’s thoughts mirrored hers, and he readied himself for what he knew he had to do. For all Belphegor’s pronouncements of superiority, there was one thing he understood far better than her:

Self-sacrifice.

The two combatants set their stances, Belphegor’s no longer high and mocking. Clarke drew his blade back with one hand and held out the other, palm open. They tensed, waiting … watching …

Belphegor launched herself forward, and Clarke met her head on, roaring with the defiance of a world. He let the center prong of her trident pierce his hand, then yanked the weapon aside.

Belphegor’s eyes widened in shock, her torso fully exposed to his thrust. The tip of his blade met her obsidian breastplate and bored through in a spray of molten metal. He sank the sword into her, piercing her heart. The glowing blade punched out her back in a gush of oily ichor.

Belphegor gasped, coughing up more black, vile fluid. The trident slipped from her fingers, and the center prong came free of Clarke’s palm. He twisted his blade and drove it in to the hilt, forcing her back until he pinned her to the Throne of Shadows.

She gurgled, staring down at her pierced chest in disbelief. Clarke wrenched the blade out, splattering the floor with a ribbon of oily filth. He gripped the weapon with both hands, one screaming at him and bleeding.

Belphegor looked up at him, lips curling back as fury eclipsed fear, teeth slick with the fluid of her life.

Clarke swung with all his strength, and his blade struck her neck. Her bare skin resisted the blade, but only for an instant before he hewed through with a mighty shout. She glared at him for one final, terrible, hate-filled moment before her head toppled off.

Her body slumped to the ground, black filth pouring out of her neck. He held the white thirstblade out and Drained the fallen angel’s tremendous life force. His hand healed instantly, and he guided the surplus down his left arm and through his bond rings.

His three wives gasped as fresh vitality entered them, filled them, and passed through them to reach the dying angel, whose hands they still clutched. A rich overflow poured into all of them. The angel’s eyes snapped wide and she sucked in a sharp breath. Emma’s wounds on her hands and face closed, Sammy’s slime brightened to a vivid pink, and Brooke’s severed leg began to regenerate at a startling pace.

Clarke held that pose with sword extended, acting as a conduit for the women of Broken Fang as they had done for him, filling them with life until their wounds were healed and they rose to join him beside the Throne of Shadows.

Only then did he lower his weapon.

Ashley and his wives looked upon him with such heartfelt admiration. He returned their gazes with a simple, if somewhat weary, smile.

“You did it,” Ashley uttered softly, almost as if she didn’t believe her own words. Her breastplate remained cracked, but the chest underneath was as flawless as ever, and her wings were fully mended.

“We’re not done yet,” Clarke replied gently. “Head back up top, all of you. Help our allies fall back through the Portal. I’ll follow once I’m done here.”

“As you wish, my love.” Ashley turned, leading his wives toward the exit.

No more words were exchanged in that moment.

Such was their faith in him, and he in them.

Clarke climbed the dais, his wings and halo reverting to red. He swatted the cookie bowl aside, then sat upon the Throne of Shadows.
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Clarke’s perception of reality changed as soon as he sat down. The Throne recognized his presence and wedded its arcano-technic amplifiers to his power. His eyes remained open, staring at the chamber entrance, but his mind perceived far more. A plethora of options danced through his thoughts, and he reached out and enabled any that would increase the device’s range and power. An urgent warning screamed in his mind as the Throne strained under his sudden demands, but he silenced it with a sharp thought.

The seat of Belphegor’s power thrummed with potential, even as pipes below whistled with added stress. He could have cast the counterspell then and there, blanketing the world with purifying magic.

But he didn’t.

For there were several tasks he needed to complete first.

He started by casting Far Sight.

A figment of the world materialized in his mind’s eye, and he spun it and zoomed in, centering on a familiar city. A detailed vision of Chester Creek unfolded before him, overlaying his reality. He couldn’t quite see the city, but he could perceive nodes of power moving about its streets. The hunters swarming the city were in a state of bewilderment and chaos, some leaving to join a battle they’d never reach, others staying to pursue a mission they’d never complete.

Their presence was merely a symptom of a deeper truth; Chester Creek was now a target for all vampires: home of the last blood knight and sanctuary to his wives and closest allies. From this day forward, the city and all who lived there would be imperiled, never knowing when a vampire or three would show up, seeking revenge or power or the simple thrill of facing the best.

It would never again be safe.

Unless he took action.

Clarke let the spell Hyacinth Grey had gifted him infuse his mind. Its power seeped through every fiber of his being, every conduit of the Throne, and he cast Greater Anti-Vampiric Ward, cloaking the entirety of Chester Creek and all the lands around it for miles with the power of his protection.

Every vampire in the city dropped to their knees in unison, and each of their bonded mates convulsed from the sudden backlash scorching through their rings. Even their thralls, summons, and constructs weren’t safe from the absolute might of the Ward.

The vampires and their minions clutched at their faces, chests, or stomachs, curling up into pained balls, screaming in agony until their lungs were empty. Their flesh sizzled from the inside out like meat left too long in the microwave, and smoke rose from their every orifice. Some caught fire, burning alive until nothing remained but ash. Others crisped over into statues of char that then crumpled to dust and bones.

A few—those closest to the Ward’s boundary—managed to slink away on desperate hands and knees, but that too was acceptable. They had tasted the sting of the last blood knight’s wrath, and they would carry word of Chester Creek’s defenses wherever they fled.

He locked the Ward in place, fortified it, then wove a simple exception into the spell for Veronica and Vlad.

His vision zoomed out, then whirled across the globe, settling at last upon Castle Bran. He couldn’t see the facilities constructed underneath Dracula’s castle, but he didn’t need to. He knew they existed, and he energized the Throne’s amplifiers with the spell gifted to him by Dahlia Grey.

He cast Inferno, and the clouds above Castle Bran darkened into angry pitch. They roiled and fumed, and a fire seemed to brew from within. A tornado born from hell itself descended from that cloud, widening until it touched down, enveloping the entire castle. Its spires melted. Shingles caught fire. Wooden beams charred, and stone blocks turned a ruddy red.

The heat of a forge savaged the entire castle. Liquid metal and ash swirled, and its great walls sagged into molten pools. Vicious winds tore at the earth itself, boring down through layers of rock and concrete until its fury reached the Academy of Silence.

No one was left alive by the time the storm cleared, leaving behind a smoothed, volcanized crater where once the vampires had trained their most gifted killers.

Clarke pulled back, zooming outward with his Far Sight until he saw the whole world as if from a satellite in space. He could have cast the counterspell then. That had been the original plan, after all, but he didn’t. Instead, he cast Aura of Courage, blanketing the entire world with its calming effects. The resulting spell was far stronger than anything even Ashley could manage, and its power would linger for days. Weeks perhaps.

Long enough to smooth the uncertain road ahead.

That was the idea, at least.

Then, and only then, did he cast the counterspell.

Its magic rippled across the globe, undoing the control spells and hexes binding all of humanity, both common and demi. He couldn’t feel its effects from atop the Throne—he sat within the eye of the hurricane—but he sensed the onset of sweeping change through his Far Sight.

He rose from the Throne of Shadows, crossed the bridge, and faced it once more.

Its cables shook, conduits shuddered, and pipes vented as gas fumed up from the pit. He cast Inferno into his hand and flung the glowing orb. The spell burst into living fire that reduced the entire abomination to slag. He spread his wings and shot back across the complex, up through the freight elevator shaft, and then out to the surface.

He landed beside his wives, who stood by the Portal of Gold. Ashley had moved it next to the bunker’s entrance.

“All allies have fallen back to Aureum Arcem,” the angel reported. “Furthermore, local vampiric forces are in full retreat. We may leave this place at your leisure, my love.”

“Good. Then let’s not keep our friends waiting.”

He joined his lovers, and the five of them passed through the Portal of Gold together.


Twenty-Two


Clarke took stock of their injuries and losses once everyone was back at the mansion. They were bloody and terrible, but still far less than he’d feared. Around a fifth of their overall forces were dead, and nearly everyone who’d survived had suffered some form of injury. About half of those would require magical treatment in order to survive.

It could have been worse. Far, far worse.

But it was still a gut-wrenching sight to behold as he paced through the mansion’s basketball court. The wounded were everywhere. Both Hepatica and Nicholas had requested permission to summon additional healing aid, and he’d granted it immediately. More mages were on their way, and nearly everyone who still drew breath would survive, but so many of them suffered from a mixture of physical and magical harm.

Clarke made a slow circuit of the court, a part of him expecting to be shunned. Or perhaps to be the subject of sharp looks of recrimination. His decisions had led to their suffering, after all, but he saw nothing of the sort. Instead, the injured smiled at him, or wept tears of joy. Some even rose from their beds, eager to show him respect as he passed, much to the frustration of the mages attending them.

One young witch had lost her eyes in the battle, but she still sensed his presence and sat up eagerly, stretching her arm to him. She asked him to hold her hand, if only for a little while, and he did, kneeling beside her cot and steadying her shaking fingers between his palms.

He assured her her eyesight would be returned. That between all the mages present and the healing power of his wives, she would be made whole again. All of them would. Her response surprised and, to a certain degree, embarrassed him.

She drew his arm closed and kissed the back of his hand, thanking him over and over again.

He rose and completed his circuit, stopping beside Brooke. She stood near a line of bodies covered in runic blankets. They hadn’t brought back all the bodies—in a few cases, there wasn’t enough left—but those they had would be interred with the greatest of honors under the traditions of both mage and shifter.

“The price was high,” the wolf girl said softly. Her words wavered, yet she stood tall, her ears upright. She continued after a while. “So very, very high. I’ve lost friends, and I’ve lost family.”

“I’m so sorry, Brooke. If there had been another way …”

He trailed off, not sure what else to say.

“Clarke.” She faced him. “I don’t often ask you for favors. You are my alpha. The relationship between us isn’t, and never will be, that of equals. But this time.” She paused, choking on her words, eyes glistening. “This time, I have something to ask of you.”

“You have only to name it.”

“Don’t apologize for what we did today.” Her eyes were on the edge of tears, yet filled with fierce certainty. “Yes, my heart aches for the friends and family I’ll never see again. Our pack paid a high price, but we did so because we believed in the mission. And in you.”

She took hold of his forearms.

“And we were right to do so, my alpha and my husband. So please … never again.”

He nodded to her, slowly and solemnly.

“Never again. You have my word.”

“Thank you.” She drew him close and rested her head against his shoulder. He embraced her, stroking her hair.

Only then did she begin to weep.
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“Clarke, may I have a minute of your time?” Ashley said, finding him outside the basketball court.

“Of course. What do you need?”

“A private word. It’s important and I wish to ensure you hear about it first.”

He gestured to an unoccupied room nearby, and they both slipped inside. Ashley shut the door behind them. She placed a hand on the wall, and he sensed a Concealment spell soaking into the surface.

“Must be serious,” he remarked.

“It is a deeply personal matter.” She knitted her fingers, eyes downcast. “First, I must give fair warning. What I’m about to say may shock you, but I assure you it’s not as bad as it sounds.”

“Okay. Not the best way to start a conversation, but there it is.” He stood a little straighter. “All right. Hit me with it.”

“I’m …” She looked up, her perfect blue eyes catching the light. “I’m dying.”

Her words struck him like a gong heralding the end of times. He swallowed hard.

“But your wounds are healed.”

“Yes. And no. You did the absolute best you could, given the circumstances and your own powers as a nephilim. You staved off my immediate passing, and for that I am grateful beyond what mere words can convey. But the damage is beyond what you—or anyone else in this plane of existence—can mend.”

“Then you’re going to die?”

“If the injuries aren’t healed in time.”

“How long do you have?”

“It’s hard to say. A month at most.”

“What about your citadel? Can’t it save you?”

“I’m afraid not. It’s suffered too much damage over the centuries. I must seek more potent measures to stave off this death.”

“And that means?”

“I must seek the aid of my kind.” Her gaze remained steady, even though her eyes moistened. “I must go home, to my plane of origin.”

He took hold of her hands.

“Then go. Go now. Don’t delay for another moment.”

“It will take time for me to prepare Aureum Arcem for the journey.”

“Then as soon as it’s ready.” He squeezed her hands within his.

“But … I don’t want to, even though I know I must.”

“Why?” He shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

“We may never see each other again, my love.”

“You can’t come back after they’ve fixed you up?”

“No. My mission here on Earth is at an end, and so I will be sent somewhere else after I’m well enough to travel. I have no way of knowing which world I’ll end up on.”

“I see.” His hands tightened around hers. “Still, if it’s between life and death, you know what the right choice is.”

“Even if it means we’ll never see each other again? Even if I yearn to spend my last days with you?”

“Even so.” He struggled to contain his own grief. “Even though it feels like I’m being stabbed through the heart by the thought of losing you. Despite that, I’d rather you live on than waste your dying days with me.”

“They wouldn’t be wasted. And they are mine to spend.”

“You know what I mean.”

She sighed. “I do.”

“Then will you go? Will you seek the healing of your fellow angels and continue your mission on another world?”

“I will.” She wiped at her tears. “Thank you.”

She leaned in, and her wings enveloped them. They kissed each other.

Slowly, tenderly.

And tearfully.
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“Clarke,” Ashley said, a hand on the doorknob. “May I ask you for one more favor?”

“Of course.”

“Don’t tell the others I’m about to leave.”

“Okay, but why not?”

“The next few days will undoubtedly bring with them a great deal of change, and I don’t want to become a distraction or a burden, nor do I want to make what time we have left all about me. I’d rather the others remain ignorant of my departure, at least until I’m ready to share the news with them myself.”

“I see …”

“Will you do this for me, Clarke?”

“Of course I will, even if I feel you should tell them sooner rather than later.”

“I will. Just … not yet. Thank you.”

She swung the door open, and they headed out.
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The world was indeed changing, and at a prodigious rate. Clarke, his wives, and his allies stayed mostly within the confines of the mansion as news poured in from every corner of the globe. The veil over the occult had been lifted, and humans everywhere were shocked, confused, and afraid of the sudden appearance of so much they couldn’t explain.

But they weren’t panicking. Nor were they lashing out at the unknown. The Courage spell had bolstered their resolve, granting time and space for cooler heads to prevail, for this new paradigm to be considered before rash actions were taken.

Oh, there were incidents of violence, but the vast majority were directed at the vampires and their servants. Humanity had been awakened to the fact that many of them had lost friends and family, had forgotten about them due to the fog of vampiric magic, and that those killers remained in their midst. The “cattle” had now been armed with the knowledge needed to defend themselves.

And they did so.

Tens of thousands of vampires died in the first few days, and while the human casualties were even worse, an awakened and vengeful humanity could well afford those losses to rid themselves of the ancient parasites eating their loved ones and brainwashing the survivors.

The vampires tried to fight back at first. Individually, they were far, far more dangerous than any one human. Their powers had seen them through past crises; this would be no different, they must have told themselves.

But this time was different, and not only because of the counterspell. Humanity was far from alone in this fight, for demihumans and mages everywhere rose up to assist them in their battle against the vampires. The Big Tech vampires tried desperately to maintain some semblance of control; they represented the largest vampiric powerbase besides Belphegor and the Academy. For a few days, they fought an invisible war by curating all forms of media they controlled, but their chokehold on information was broken when a quartet of mage clans launched a surprise attack on their centers of power, and news flowed freely soon after.

Humanity had lost so much—sons and daughters, friends and lovers, mothers and fathers—all to sate the appetites of the monsters secretly living among them. But Clarke and his allies had empowered them through deeds and sacrifices, and the gestalt fury of a people wronged was both awe-inspiring and terrifying to behold. Vampires everywhere were left with no choice but to flee, and they abandoned their lairs, minions, hoards, and the levers of power they so coveted.

Their stranglehold had taken a thousand years to build, guided by the might, intellect, and powers of the devil Belphegor.

All of it came crashing down within the span of a week.

During that time, humanity began to come to grips with the mages and demihumans who were already so interwoven into their societies. Human governments lacked the experience to properly deal with so many unknowns, and mage clans everywhere recognized this golden opportunity for what it was. They stepped forward in droves, offering their services as advisors. Almost every government on the face of the Earth established formal ties with at least one mage clan—often several—and talks began circulating of the possibility of forming the clans into a larger, coherent entity: a unified Occult Nation, with the purpose of providing formal representation for mages and demihumans on the global stage.

By the end of the week, plans had been laid and dates set for representatives from every major mage clan and demihuman community on the planet to meet for a constitutional convention.

During that week, Clarke helped out around the mansion where he could. He spent most of his time assisting his wives as they tended to the wounded, alongside the witches and wizards. They only lost two of the most gravely injured, and the rest would make full recoveries.

He kept Ashley’s secret, though Emma knew something was up. Her eyes lingered on him often, and not in a lustful way. These times, her eyes carried an air of concern and compassion, but she must have sensed he wouldn’t or couldn’t talk about it, and so she never pried. That last part surprised him, since he was certain his strong, conflicted emotions were radiating everywhere, but perhaps he shouldn’t have been. Emma had always been observant when it came to the feelings of others, and she’d often served as the glue that strengthened the bonds within his harem.

Emma spent most of the week providing both magical and material assistance to Sammy as the slime girl tended to the injured, the latter often taking the form of high-calorie meals to recharge the slime girl’s healing abilities.

Ixia stayed busy attending to their allies in a variety of ways, though she often struggled with the emotional burden of her tasks. The losses they’d suffered hadn’t hit quite as close to home as Brooke’s—Hepatica, Dahlia, and Hyacinth had all survived relatively unscathed—but Ixia was still confronted with reminders of the friends she’d never see again.

Clarke did what he could to comfort her, and sometimes that act was as simple as holding her in his arms as she told him about a witch or wizard she’d never see again, often followed by the soft trickle of tears.

In a strange way, Brooke was both better and worse off than the young witch. She spent a lot of her time with Mason and Luna, organizing efforts to tend to the needs of their packs. As the mate of their Alpha Above, they looked to her as his representative, one who spoke with nearly the same level of authority as he did, and she conducted herself with poise and dignity.

But she ached on the inside, and he didn’t need Empathy to tell him that.

They spent about an hour every evening together, just the two of them, talking about any number of topics, though often her words and thoughts gravitated to the father and siblings she’d lost. She told stories that often made both of them laugh, and they raised glasses to the fallen.

His wives’ physical wounds may have been healed, but he knew their emotional scars ran deep, and he committed himself to being there for them, always. To support them as a pillar of strength while they processed their grief.

Unfortunately, there was nothing he could do but wait for Ashley. She spent most of her time within her citadel, and by the end of the week, she asked him to gather his wives.

She was finally ready to tell them.

And, by extension, finally ready to leave.
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“And so,” Ashley concluded, “that’s why I have no choice but to depart this plane. Possibly never to return.”

An uneasy silence fell upon the room. Clarke and his wives had joined the angel in a lounge adjacent to her bedroom. A bright sun shone through the skylights. Ashley gripped her hands tightly before her, halo pale, wings folded. A feather detached from her left wing and drifted down to the carpet. It lacked its normal luster.

“How soon?” Emma asked after a while.

“In three days. That’s the remaining time the transplanar shunt aboard Aureum Arcem requires to calibrate and charge. Any time I spend here beyond that will only make my condition worse. I must return to my plane of origin and seek healing there. After that”—she wrung her hands—“I will be sent elsewhere.”

“What’s charging now?” Brooke asked softly.

“Her citadel’s propulsion unit,” Clarke explained.

“Ah.” The wolf girl breathed out, ears limp and eyes low.

Raw silence fell over the room once more.

“We’ll miss you, girl,” Sammy said, and Brooke nodded in agreement.

“All of us will,” Emma added, glancing toward Ixia, who smiled sadly.

“But we also understand,” the young witch said, hand resting on her baby bump. “None of us want to see you die. If it’s the difference between spending a few more weeks with you and you living on elsewhere, helping to save some other world, I know which one I’d vote for.”

“Thank you.” Ashley met each of their gazes in turn. “All of you. I suspected this is what you’d say, and but it still gladdens me to hear you say it. I will miss this world; it’s been an integral part of my life for the last thousand years. But over all that time, the friends in this room—” She paused and shook her head. “No, that doesn’t do you justice. The family in this room. That’s what will leave the deepest hole in my heart.”

“Right back at you, Ash,” Ixia replied. “Home won’t be the same without you.”

Another uncomfortable silence followed. Sammy broke it with a start.

“You know what?” The slime girl bolted from her seat. “Forget all this gloomy noise. We should celebrate. Throw Ashley a proper going away party as she begins her next great adventure.” She gestured for everyone else to stand. “Come on, people. What do you say? Let’s turn those frowns upside down!”

“A wonderful idea.” Emma stood up. “There are a few vegetarian dishes I’ve been itching to try. Ashley, I’m sure you’ll love them.”

“And maybe we can fit in another game of Titan Mage,” Brooke added excitedly, rising to join her fellow wives. “We should only be one or two sessions away from the end.”

“Three days will also give us time to get her something,” Ixia said. Clarke extended an arm to her. She took hold, and he helped her out of her seat. “We can’t let her leave this entire plane without some proper going away gifts.”

“Heck yeah!” Sammy thumped the air. “That’s the spirit.”

“That all sounds lovely.” Ashley smiled, though the gesture retained an edge of sadness. Her eyes flitted down and to the side, and her halo dimmed.

“Is something wrong?” Clarke asked.

“It’s not that …” the angel bit her lower lip.

“There’s something else you wanted to say, isn’t there?”

“There is, though I’m hesitant to broach the subject. It is … very selfish of me to even mention the possibility.”

“If anyone’s owed a little selfishness, it’s you. Please. Let’s hear it.”

“Very well.” Ashley attempted to compose herself, though her halo fluttered between lightening and darkening. After a while, its luminescence settled somewhere in between. “Clarke?”

“Yes?”

“Would you … be willing to come with me?”

At first, he didn’t quite understand what she meant. Come with her where? What did she want to do with him before she left? But then his thoughts sorted themselves out, and he recognized the unspoken portion of her request.

She wasn’t talking about him joining her on some mundane errand or trip around town. She was asking him to join her as she left this entire plane of existence.

Left the Earth.

Left his home, his family, his responsibilities.

Everything.

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

She gave him a slow, sincere nod.

“Just me?”

“Just you.”

“Is that even possible?”

“For you, yes. You are nephilim, and you’ve undergone a remarkable evolution. Granted, I imagine you’d find the initial exposure to my home to be … unpleasant. But I’m confident this will only accelerate your growth, and any mild discomfort will pass quickly.”

“Then you’re asking me to come with you? To travel to your home and then join you on your next mission?”

“That’s right.”

“You think I can handle something like that?”

“Oh, yes.” Ashley smiled warmly. “No one can doubt your power or resolve at this point, and your nephilim nature will gift you with an incredibly long life. You possess the lifespan, the mindset, and the power to aid our cause. And, again because you are nephilim, you are already one of us. My kind would welcome both you and your aid with open arms.”

“What about everyone else?” He indicated his four wives.

“I’m afraid they cannot join us. Though they have absorbed some celestial power through your bonds and will share—at least in part—your long lifespan, it’s simply not enough. At best, the journey would place each of them into comas, and at worst, it would kill them.”

“I see.” He faced his wives, his mind drawn to not only the love he felt for each of them, but the vows he’d made. He’d promised to never abandon them, to honor them always, and he was a man of his word. Beyond that, each of them carried new life within their wombs, and he could no more abandon their unborn children than the women he loved so dearly.

That didn’t mean the thought of venturing beyond Earth with Ashley didn’t excite him. It did. Oh, did it ever, but his sense of obligation was far, far stronger.

He faced the angel.

“Then you know what my answer has to be,” he said, his voice unwavering. “I cannot leave with you, no matter how much I might wish to. My place is here with my wives and our future children. And besides”—he cracked a disarming smile—“our work here isn’t done yet. There are still vampires who need slaying.”

“Yes, of course.” Ashley smiled, but the expression carried a note of sadness. “I knew this would be your answer, but I felt compelled to ask. I hope you can forgive me for presenting you with such an uncomfortable choice.”

“There’s nothing to forgive.”

“Thank you.” She met his eyes levelly, and her smile turned genuine. “That, too, is exactly what I thought you’d say. You are and remain, in every possible way, the man I fell in love with.”


Twenty-Three


The world continued to evolve outside while the focus of Clarke and his wives turned inward. Most of their allies had left by then, and the mansion had settled into something approaching its old rhythms. It felt too quiet and too empty after the recent, near-constant bustle, though his wives did their best to fill that void with activities.

What Sammy had suggested as a singular party became a rolling celebration that spanned the next three evenings. They ate, drank, gamed, relaxed, and reminisced. Ashley ran the last Titan Mage session, and their characters managed to save the fictional world of Haven by the skin of their teeth. Everyone got into the spirit of the game, so much so that Ashley and Sammy didn’t once argue about rules or player conduct, and the final battle proved to be delightfully over-the-top.

Emma prepared one lavish meal after another, each seemingly intent on spoiling Ashley for choices that met her vegetarian tastes, and as night fell upon the mansion, his wives would discretely take their leave, wandering back to their own rooms so that he and the angel could enjoy some private time together.

Clarke barely slept those two nights. Ashley didn’t require any rest, and she yearned to make the most of their remaining hours together. They made sweet, tender love over and over again, only taking breaks when fatigue—both circadian and celestial—required him to.

Ashley lay by his side during one of those breathers, one wing draped over his middle like a loose blanket. He reflected privately that she didn’t need her celestial powers to end someone. She could probably kill a man (or woman, if she’d been so inclined) through sexual exhaustion alone, and he was once again grateful for the magical boons he’d received from his wives. Without them, he would likely have been bedridden for days, and not in a good way.

They gathered in Ashley’s bedroom as the sun set on the third day. The angel stood beside the Portal of Gold, immaculate in her hoplite armor, though her wings had lost a few more feathers, and their lower edges appeared somewhat uneven. Still, she greeted them with a warm—if reserved—smile.

“We each got you a going away present,” Clarke said. “A little something to remember us by.”

“Thank you.” Ashley placed a hand to her chest. “But you didn’t have to. There’s no way I would ever forget any of you, nor what you helped me accomplish.”

“We know. But we wanted to. Words can’t adequately express how much we’ll miss you, and so we wanted to see you off in proper style. Emma?”

The succubus stepped forward.

“I’d been putting this together for a while. I’d like you to have it.”

She sniffled and handed Ashley a large leatherbound book. The angel opened it to reveal pages covered with photographs, snippets from character and scenario sheets, pieces of Sammy’s art, detailed recipes, copies of news articles, and personalized messages from everyone in Broken Fang.

Ashley thumbed through the pages until she approached the end. She paused suddenly, and her cheeks flushed.

“I asked Clarke to pose with me for the last few,” Emma explained. “He took some convincing, but eventually gave in.”

“She was very insistent on the composition of those pictures,” Clarke said, more as an apology than anything else.

“They came out quite tastefully,” Emma pointed out.

“That’s one way to describe them,” Clarke added dryly.

“Especially how they accentuate all your delicious beefcake muscles.”

“Uh huh.”

“His muscles do certainly stand out in these. As do … other parts of him.” Ashley began to close the scrapbook, though she paused and held it cracked open for a surprisingly long time before finally shutting it all the way. “Thank you, Emma.” She smiled and pressed the scrapbook to her chest. “I will cherish it, always.”

Emma gave the angel a long, tight hug and then back away.

“Psst! Hey, Emma?” Sammy whispered with absolutely zero discretion. “You still have the original files?”

The succubus gave her a crafty wink.

“Good, good.” The slime girl flashed a quick thumbs-up. “We’ll talk later.”

Clarke reached up to massage his temples.

“Can I go next?” Brooke asked, tail wagging.

“Be my guest.” He motioned her forward.

“Here you go, Ash.” The wolf girl held out a leather necklace holding a single long fang. “I made this for you.”

“Is that … one of your teeth?” Ashley shifted the scrapbook under an arm and accepted the necklace.

“Yep!” She indicated her still growing replacement incisor. “It’s something of a tradition for us Hawthornes. Receiving this means you’re now an honorary member of our pack. You are a Hawthorne as far as we’re concerned.”

“Thank you, Brooke.” Ashley slipped the necklace on and adjusted it so the tooth lay nestled in her cleavage. “This is a very touching gift. I will honor it, always.”

Brooke smiled broadly, tail wagging. She hugged Ashley then stepped aside.

“Here’s what I made for you.” Sammy retrieved a lavishly painted model from within her chest. She held out the white-and-gold mecha model.

“It’s beautiful, Sammy.” Ashley set the scrapbook aside, letting it float in a Telekinesis spell, then accepted the model.

“I know you never played with us, but I didn’t want you to feel left out, so I kitbashed and painted your own mech. I call it Titan Celestial Promise.” She rummaged inside her chest and pulled out a sheet of paper. “I even made a character sheet for it.”

“Thank you. This is very touching.”

Sammy handed the sheet over, and Ashley added the model and printout to the gifts floating at her side. The slime girl then sprang forward to embrace the angel. Her arms lengthened, and she squeezed her tight enough for Ashley’s chest to leave a literal impression in her own.

“I’m going to miss you, girl!” Sammy sniffled as pink tears glittered down her cheeks.

“As will I, Sammy. As will I.”

The two eventually broke apart, and Ixia stepped forward.

“Here’s my gift to you.” The young witch presented Ashley with a terrarium containing a single pale flower, its petals edged with the faintest hint of purple.

“An ashen flower?” Ashley noted.

“My mother and sisters helped me enchant this one. Its symbolism isn’t quite the same as Brooke’s gift, but we only give these to close, dear friends of our coven. I can’t think of anyone more deserving of one than you.”

Ashley accepted the gift and peered inside.

“Thank you, Ixia.” She set the terrarium aside. “That means a lot to me.”

They hugged for a while, then Ixia stepped back. Ashley’s eyes met Clarke’s as his wives made space around them.

“My love.” She gazed upon him longingly, and her halo brightened. “You have already given me more than I could have ever dreamed.”

“I know. But there’s one last gift that must be given, alongside words that must be said.”

He fished out a small velvet box and approached the angel. When they stood a pace apart, he dropped to one knee and opened the spring-hinged box to reveal a gold ring.

The angel gasped, and her eyes glistened.

“This is …”

“One of the bond rings we recovered from Hatchett and Pryce,” Emma explained. “Purified and Shaped by me and Ixia.”

“Ashley”—Clarke held out the box—“you are a remarkable woman in so many ways, and I love you with all my heart. Will you marry me?”

Ashley sniffled quietly. She reached for the ring, but hesitated.

“I have no way of knowing when I’ll return. Or even if.”

“I know. And while that truth grieves me, I refuse to allow it to stop me from doing what my heart tells me I must. My love for you is that strong, that clear.”

He knelt before her, nearly motionless, box outstretched and open, ring gleaming with golden potential.

“I …” Sparkling tears ran down Ashley’s cheeks. “I don’t know.”

“What is there to know?”

She turned from him and took in the Portal of Gold. It filled the room with shimmering light.

“Can we really do this?” she asked.

“We can.”

“Do I really deserve this?”

“You do.”

“But I won’t be there for you. Do I have the right to say yes when I can’t be by your side?”

“If anyone has earned that right, it’s you.”

She stared at the Portal for a while, then faced him again.

“As always, my love, you somehow manage to pierce life’s uncertainties. It’s one of the reasons why I love you so much.” She nodded slowly, more to herself than to him. “All right, then. I’ll say yes, but only on one condition.”

“Name it.”

“That we marry. Right here. Right now.”

“Agreed,” he replied without hesitation.

He rose and retrieved the ring from the box. She extended her left hand, and he slipped the gold band onto her ring finger. Brooke hurried forward and retrieved an identical box from her pocket. She opened it to reveal a silver band. Ashley took it and slid it onto his right hand. She held out her open palms, and he took hold of them.

Her halo blazed like molten gold, and her wings lit the world.

“Clarke,” the angel began, “I vow to you here and now that I will find a way to return. I don’t know when. I don’t know how. But I will find a way. You have my solemn word. I promise you this.” A tear trickled down her cheek and she almost choked on her final words. “I promise you!”

Emma stepped forward and embraced the angel from the side. The others took her example, and his four wives all pressed in around the angel, holding her in their arms, hugging her tight, faces pressed against her shoulders or wings.

“And I vow to wait,” Clarke said. “However long you need, I will be there for you, awaiting the day of your return.”

“Thank you.” She mouthed the words, gave his hands a shaky squeeze, then said aloud: “Our bonds of magic have been forged atop bonds of love. They are strong and deep and pure. No more is required of us in this moment … and yet …”

“Yes?”

“I would like it very much if you would kiss your new wife.”

“Gladly.”

He leaned in, and their kiss lasted both an eternity and was over in the blink of an eye.
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The mansion was stark and empty without Ashley’s presence, and Clarke had trouble sleeping that night, despite his fatigue. Emma, Brooke, Sammy, and Ixia all stayed up with him that night, talking when he wanted to talk and snuggling with him whenever he began to doze off.

The rising sun brought with it a new day, and life began to stutter forward once more as the world outside continued to gravitate toward a new normal. Clarke stayed busy, and by the end of the week, Hepatica and Nicholas came over to discuss Broken Fang business.

Clarke thumbed through the folio they’d presented him with upon their arrival. The two mages and four of his five wives waited patiently for him to finish reviewing the material. Once he’d given it a solid once-over, he handed it to Emma.

He met Hepatica’s expectant gaze.

“Two hundred thousand per head?” Clarke asked. “Five hundred thousand for the leader?”

“Before the clans take their cut, of course.”

“Naturally.” Clarke knitted his fingers. “And how much will that be?”

“Fifty percent.”

“That’s still a sizable jump from past rates.”

“The times are changing.” Hepatica flashed a grin. “And bounties for slaying vampires are much easier to come by now. And far more profitable as the resources of an awakened humanity are brought to bear. Given our roles in bringing about this new paradigm, why shouldn’t we profit from it? Besides, the client asked for the best. And, after some deliberation amongst the mage clans, his inquiry reached the Coven of the Ashen Flower.”

“What does he know about Broken Fang?”

“Just that you’re both experienced and highly successful at this line of work. Beyond that, we haven’t shared a thing about you, your team, or your background.”

“Good. Let’s keep it that way, at least for now.”

“As you wish.” Hepatica favored him with a nod.

“I couldn’t help but notice one of the pictures looks like a satellite photo. The one of the farm where the vampires are supposedly hiding.”

“That’s because it is. But when you’re that high up in the U.S. government, I imagine your arm can reach quite far.” Hepatica shrugged. “Or high, as the case may be. Also, there’s no ‘supposedly’ about it. The entire group has been positively IDed as being on-site within the last five hours. You should be able to catch most—if not all of them—if you hit them tonight.”

“That may be a problem.” Clarke indicated the folio as Emma passed it to Brooke. “It’ll take us at least four hours to get there. Maybe longer if we hit traffic along the way.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that.” Sammy leaned back with her hands behind her head. “Shouldn’t take us more than an hour to get there, tops.”

Clarke raised a questioning eyebrow, but the slime girl merely smiled slyly.

“What exactly do you have up your sleeve?” he asked.

“It’s a surprise. You’ll like it.”

Clarke raised a second eyebrow. Sammy’s line of sight passed over Brooke, and the wolf girl made a lip-zipping gesture. Clarke cleared his throat at them, but when neither wife spilled the secret, he sighed and turned back to Hepatica.

“Okay, then. As long as our transportation gets sorted out, we’ll take the job.”

“Fabulous. I’ll pass word to the client that the job is being worked on and that I have every confidence he’ll soon be discussing this cluster of vampiric problems in the past tense.”

Nicholas rapped his knuckles on the tabletop.

“Which brings us to the other topic we came here to discuss.” Hepatica gave the wizard a small wave, and he sat forward.

“The starting date for the constitutional convention has been set.”

“I saw the news,” Clarke replied. “And?”

“Both the Ashen Flowers and the Weeping Stones will be sending representatives to the convention. We were wondering if you’d like to be among them.”

“Me? What for?”

“Come now, Clarke,” Hepatica said. “Surely you see this as plainly as we do. The mage clans are poised to form what could very well become the largest power broker in this new era, and you’re the man most responsible for granting them that opportunity. Every mage on the planet owes you favors right now, whether they know it or not. Never mind the fact that you’re something of a nigh-immortal demigod, given the celestial powers you’ve accumulated. If you wanted to seize the reins of power, there will never be a better time. Play your cards right, and you could even end up becoming president of the Occult Nation.”

“Or prime minister,” Nicholas corrected. “We’re not sure yet how the new government will be structured.”

Hepatica gave the wizard a quick, dismissive wave.

“I see.” Clarke leaned back, and a smile grew on his lips. “I appreciate what you’re trying to say, but …” He began to chuckle, and his wives soon joined him.

“I fail to see the humor in the situation,” Hepatica said. “Aren’t you interested?”

“To be blunt: no. Not in the slightest.”

“May I ask why?”

“It’s quite simple, really. Broken Fang still has a job to do. We know our place, and it’s not up in ivory towers. It’s down in cold streets muddy with dirt and blood. We’ve carried our task this far, and we’ll see it through the rest of the way. We owe Ashley that much. There are still vampires out there feeding on people. Tens of thousands of them, and Broken Fang will not rest until every last one of them has paid for their crimes. What we want isn’t power or glory. It’s to continue our work until the job is done. Until humanity is finally, truly, completely safe from Belphegor’s curse. That said, if a slot at the convention is available, then I have a recommendation on how to fill it.”

“And that would be?”

“Veronica Stroe.”

“That is …” Hepatica hesitated. “I imagine that would cause quite the stir.”

“That’s the whole point. She and the rest of VAPID stuck their necks out for the rest of us, and their roles in this deserve to be recognized. Certainly, they’ve earned more than having to hide in fear for the rest of their lives. We need to show people who the good vampires are, few and far between though they may be. I’m not saying this will be easy. But what I am saying is it’s necessary.”

Hepatica and Nicholas glanced between each other once more. Nicholas shrugged, and Hepatica let out a resigned sigh.

“Very well, Clarke,” the senior witch said. “I agree with you, on both counts. It won’t be easy, but it is necessary. Leave it to me and Nick. We’ll find a way to make this happen.”
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Clarke and the ladies of Broken Fang’s combat team gathered their armor and equipment, and he started for the garage. Brooke stopped him hurriedly, and Sammy directed the team toward the backyard while Hepatica and Nicholas decided to tag along for some reason. He kept his questions to himself as they crossed the mansion, which was well enough, because several were answered instantly.

“That’s a Sikorsky UH-60 Black Hawk!” Clarke exclaimed, marveling at the military helicopter parked in their backyard, blades spinning down.

“Yup,” Sammy replied, sounding pleased with herself.

“What’s it doing in our backyard?”

“Waiting for us, of course.”

Sammy jaunted up to the helicopter, and the rest followed her over. Someone had emblazoned the side door with the Broken Fang logo along with the designation BK-1. The door slid open to reveal a heavily armed Mason Sandoval alongside several well-equipped Graycoats.

The huge wolfman stepped down from the cabin and met Clarke beside the helicopter.

“The Graycoats await your orders, sir,” he said crisply.

Clarke glanced to Brooke, who gave him a hopeful—if slightly apologetic—grin.

“Looking to kill some vampires?” he asked the wolfman.

“That’s the idea.”

Clarke leaned to the side and caught sight of the pilots. One of them was Luna Hawthorne. She gave him a sharp salute.

“I didn’t know Luna could fly helicopters.”

“You never had reason to ask,” Mason replied. “She’s quite the pilot.”

“Glad to hear it. Have you been briefed?”

“We have, sir.”

“I reviewed the mission with Mason before they flew over,” Hepatica explained, then turned to Mason. “He said no, by the way.”

“Are you surprised?” the wolfman replied gruffly. “A choice between miring himself in mage politics or killing more vampires? I know which one I’d pick.”

“Yes, well, the question still needed to be posed.”

“Who provided the helicopter?” Clarke asked.

“My parents.”

He glanced over at Sammy, who shrugged at him.

“Should I even bother asking how they pulled that off?” he asked.

“Connections, connections, connections, and deep pockets.”

“Fair enough. Mason, we ready to leave?”

“We are, sir.”

“Good.” He clapped the wolfman on the shoulder, then faced his wives. “Then let’s go kill us some vampires.”


Epilogue


Many, Many Years Later

“Tell us another story,” cooed the precocious, lime-green slime girl. She sat on her knees with a dozen other kids, her blue swirled eyes widening into glistening pools. “Pwease, Grandpa?”

Clarke J.B. Helsing reclined in his venerable chair on the wide, expansive balcony. He gazed out from Helsing Manor across the many buildings, fields, garages, hangars, and storehouses of Helsing Estate. The sun had set, but the warmth of summer lingered comfortably. Stars sparkled in a clear sky with the barest hint of purple across one horizon.

Grandpa.

The moniker still felt strange, even after all these years. For one, he didn’t look the part, nor did his wives or their children or their children’s children. If there were signs he’d aged since awakening as a nephilim, he’d missed them, and his whole family had been blessed with healthy long lives.

Or perhaps Blessed was a better way to put it, with a capital B.

The Helsing family had grown so expansive he sometimes had trouble recalling who came from which generation, given the ubiquitous young faces amongst his descendants. These children may have referred to him as Grandpa—he was the only Helsing anyone ever called that—but the truth was they were leaving off a “great” or two.

He chuckled to the kids.

“I’ve been telling you stories all evening. Aren’t you bored of them?”

“Never!” the slime girl stated. “Grandpa’s stories are the best stories.”

“Are you sure he’s not making this up?” asked an incredulous wolf-boy with folded arms. He flicked his rusty red tail. “Some of this sounds pretty farfetched.”

“Well.” Clarke flashed a crafty smile to the gathered children. “If anything, I’ve been pulling my punches. Your parents would have words for me if I shared the full, unvarnished truth.”

“Aww,” whined the slime girl. “But I want the whole story!”

“When you’re older.”

“Pwease?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Pwetty pwease?”

“Louise, stop mispronouncing words to sound cuter.” A long-legged, raven-haired succubus stepped onto the balcony. “That doesn’t work on him. Trust me, I’d know.” She offered Clarke a fizzing glass that tinkled with ice. “Here you go, Dad.”

“Thank you, Natalie.”

He accepted the mixed drink and took a slow sip. The combination of sparkling lemonade, ginger ale, and peach liqueur went down smooth with a sweet, pleasant aftertaste. One of his sons had dubbed the concoction an “Ashley’s Kiss,” though it failed to live up to the original.

“Can we have one more story?” Louise asked.

Murmurs of interest rippled through his young audience.

“Want me to clear them out, Dad?” Natalie pointed the way with her serpentine tail. “Give you some peace and quiet?”

“Oh, I’m sure I can manage one more story.”

“Yes!” Louise scooched forward and widened her eyes again. Her magical powers were exceptionally strong for her age—a common trait among Helsing children.

“Don’t make faces at your grandfather,” Natalie scolded.

“I’m not making faces. I’m being attentive.”

“All right, one more story.” Clarke set his drink aside and rested his forearms on his thighs. “This one starts when your grandmothers and I first met the leader of the surviving dragons. She was an ancient, wise, and beautiful horned silver. Cautious, too, given the crimes her people had endured at the hands of Belphegor’s vampires. She met us in …”

He trailed off, a nostalgic sensation pulsating through one of his rings. His heart thumped in his chest, fiercer than it had in ages. He looked up into the night sky where a new, yellowish star had appeared.

“What happened after you met her?” Louise prompted eventually. “Did you kiss her?”

The wolf-boy made a yucky face.

“Dad, is something wrong?” Natalie asked, her voice suddenly all business.

“No, nothing like that.” He sank back into the chair. “But perhaps it would be best if you took the children inside.”

Natalie nodded, then clapped her hands firmly.

“All right, kids. You heard your grandfather. Everyone indoors.”

“Aww! But I want to hear about the dragons!”

“He’ll tell you all about how he wooed the dragons later. Now come on, let’s see some hustle. If you behave yourselves, you all get ice cream.”

That got them moving.

Natalie corralled the kids inside and, after a few minutes, rejoined Clarke on the balcony. He stood with a hand on the railing, staring up at that lonely, yellow point. The succubus came alongside him and tried to trace his gaze, though it wouldn’t benefit her much. Not with an object that far off. These days, his vision was sharper than any shifter’s, let alone a succubus with poor eyesight in her genes.

“An uninvited guest?” Natalie asked, and not without reason.

Broken Fang may not have been the largest clan within the Occult Nation, but it was without question the most powerful, both in terms of material wealth and political clout. All manner of individuals had motives to pay them visits, often with hat in hand as they requested aid or favors from the Helsing patriarch.

Often, but not always.

Sometimes trouble didn’t wait to be found; it came after them first.

But the distant light was no threat. He knew that instantly.

“You could say this guest is … unexpected,” Clarke answered after a while, “though not uninvited.”

“Family business, then?”

“Without a doubt.”

“Should I assemble the others?” She raised a hand. Red lightning snapped between her fingers.

“That won’t be necessary. Why don’t you head inside and make sure the kids don’t cause a ruckus? You know how some of them can be when they’ve had too much sugar. I think … yes, I think I’d like to be alone to greet this particular guest.”

“Okay then.” Natalie stole one last glance skyward. A small white glint had detached from the yellow light, now brightening as it descended. “Just holler if you need anything.”

“I will. Thank you.”

Natalie headed inside, and Clarke waited by the railing.

The white speck resolved into a humanoid shape as it slowed on final approach. It resembled the celestial armors he’d seen within Aureum Arcem but was far sleeker and more feminine.

The craft spread six grand wings of liquid light, three to each side. They wavered majestically as it came to a halt, towering over Helsing Manor. Its toes hovered a few yards from the ground. The chest opened, and golden light spilt from the interior. A figure flew out, silhouetted momentarily by the glare. She unfurled wings of purest white feathers, and her halo was a ring of shining gold.

Ashley Smith—the angel Sandalphon—descended toward him with a warm, almost tearful smile.

Clarke reached for her with an open palm. She took hold of his fingers, and he drew her down onto the balcony. Her heels clicked, and she folded her wings. Her attire was close to what she’d departed in but somehow more regal, more storied.

“You’re back.” He could scarcely believe it. “You’re finally back.”

“Yes, my love,” she managed to respond. “I am.”
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His eyes misted. He looked her up and down, a part of him unsure if she was real. But she was, she absolutely was, and he eventually took her into his arms. She embraced him with equal fervor, their lips met, and their kiss was long, slow, and sweet as they savored this precious reunion.

They parted and held each other at arm’s length.

“We’re together again, my beloved husband.” Her eyes twinkled with fathomless affection. “And this time, I’m here to stay.”

THE END
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Excerpt from Titan Mage #1


Joseph Locke wasn’t dead.

He opened his eyes to find himself naked in a fetal position submerged within clear, warm fluid too thick to be water. He exhaled, bubbles floated upward, and his lungs began to burn with the need for oxygen. He opened his eyes, his mind racing to make sense of what had happened, and he spotted a greenish glow above.

His fingers found handholds on the inside of the tank, and he propelled himself upward. He broke the surface of the fluid and drank in the delicious, clean air.

“Damn!” he gasped. “What the hell? Where the hell?”

He turned himself in a full circle using the ring of handholds. A black dome capped the tank, and clusters of analog dials and lights covered about a third of its inner surface. One handle opposite the main instrument cluster stood out to him.

The sign above it read: EMERGENCY RELEASE.

“Emergency? This has to count!” Joseph grabbed the lever and pulled.

All the lights on the console flashed red, then one side of the tank split open. Clear, viscous fluid poured out, and Joseph’s clasp of the handhold slipped. His fingers scrambled over the slick tank sides but failed to gain purchase, and the flow carried him away.

He slid down a diagonal chute, and his back smacked against the metal ground. He rolled onto his side, pushed himself up with his arms, and looked around.

He paused like that for almost a minute.

Then he slapped the side of his head and looked around again.

The view hadn’t changed.

“What? The? Hell?”

He found himself in a chamber with a ceiling at least three stories high. The chamber was about as wide as it was tall, but many times longer. A continuous steel walkway ran all the way around the place about one story up. Numerous doors that looked like they belonged on a submarine led out of the vast chamber, and the ceiling was a clutter of heavy beams, cranes, and pulleys suspended from thick cables. The whole place smelled like grease, iron, and ozone.

And then there were the robots—two of them, and it seemed like he’d just spilled out of one of their torsos.

“What the hell is going on?” he wondered aloud.

The closest robot towered two stories over him, held securely in place by the heavy clamps on its shoulders and a multi-leveled scaffold built around the back and sides. About half its rounded armor plates were crimson with faded gold highlights along the edges, but both of its legs and one of its arms were a mishmash of different colors, marred with dents and blackened by scorch marks. Despite the mechanical nature of the exterior, he caught glimpses of the main body underneath, which appeared surprisingly humanoid, complete with what looked like bulges of black, synthetic muscles.

The second robot rested in its own scaffold directly opposite the first, and this one appeared to be in much better condition. Gleaming blue armor with silver highlights covered the black humanoid mechanisms underneath. It was sleeker and slenderer than the first, with a tall device attached to its back that almost reached the chamber ceiling. The device was offset to one side, and a ball joint on the shoulder seemed to allow it to pivot down and face forward.

Joseph pushed off the floor and began to sit up when, as if imbued with a mind of its own, one of his legs stretched out.

“What?” He stared at his own naked, drenched appendage and blinked.

Experimentally, he braced his hand on the lip of the chute and tried to stand.

It took no effort at all. He had full command of his body once more.

But was it even his body? He patted his defined pectoral muscles and abdomen. He’d always tried to take care of his body by eating well and exercising regularly, but he’d never been ripped.

“Okay, let’s take a step back. I’m not in Grassroots anymore. That much is clear. I don’t feel like I’m dreaming or hallucinating. Not that I have any frame of reference for the latter, but still, my head feels reasonably clear. Maybe a little lightheaded, though.

He closed his eyes, hoping it would help with the lightheadedness, or at least his ability to make sense of his situation.

“So, let’s assume all of this is real,” he continued. “Plus, suddenly, I can walk again and have the body of a Greek god. Because that makes perfect sense! I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation for all of this.” He shook his head. “Yeah. Reasonable. What the hell is going on here? Last thing I remember is signing Peth’s weird contract … oh, damn.”

He opened his eyes and grimaced.

“Did I really just sign my soul away?”

His voice died in the vast chamber, blotted out by the distant thrumming of powerful machinery. The ground shifted subtly under his feet, and he wondered where he might be. Was this place on a ship at sea? Or in an air transport of some kind? It felt too unstable to be on land, and the background hum made him imagine huge aircraft propellers.

A bright flicker at the far end of the chamber caught his eye. Was that snap of light and sizzling sound from a welding torch?

He covered his groin with both hands and began walking toward the sporadic light. If someone was welding, he couldn’t see them because one of those robot arms was set on the ground, denuded of its armor plates, though still large enough to block his view of the light source.

He was halfway there when he knew someone was welding because, between the sporadic bursts of heat and light, he could hear her singing.

“. . . want for dinner is a tasty saus-age!”

Joseph stepped closer, his bare feet cold against the metal deck.

“I won’t be satis-fied! Until I wrap my lips around a tasty saus-age! Beefy, juicy, firm, and meaty!”

The woman sang with boisterous jubilance, if painfully off key.

Joseph’s vision blurred at the edges, and he put a hand to his temples, then shook the fog from his head.

“Shiny, girthy, hard, and thi-i-ick! All I want for dinner is a lovely saus-age!”

Joseph rounded the giant robot limb and watched the young woman weld a seam along the elbow. She wore her blonde hair in a boyish pixie cut, and her eyes were obscured by a pair of reflective welding goggles held in place by an elastic headband. A streak of grease marred one cheek, and she wore a tough jumpsuit of tanned leather, complete with numerous pockets and belts stuffed with wrenches, screwdrivers, knives, welding rods, jumper cables, and other tools. She sat on her knees—the jumpsuit’s kneepads and elbow pads likely made awkward work positions easier to bear—and the thick treads of her black boots looked like they’d laugh at most spills without losing traction.

“Spicy, rigid, salty, and⁠—”

“Excuse me?”

“Ah!” she squealed and flopped onto her butt, but recovered quickly. She pushed up her goggles, her blue eyes sharp and narrow. “Who are you? How’d you get here?”

“I wish I knew,” Locke replied—and then his vision fogged, and he staggered forward.

“Back away!” The woman raised the welder. “I’m warning you!”

“Sure thing. Just give me …” The room swayed around him. “Just give me … a minute to … oh, damn.”

He collapsed forward onto the floor and passed out.
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Joseph awoke in the soft folds of a warm bed.

“Mmmmm,” he murmured. “Already better than last time.”

He blinked his eyes open and into focus, then sat up in the bed. He was in a barren room with one small, circular window to his left and one of those submarine doors to his right. Besides the bed, the room had a small desk built into the corner and a single chair in front of it.

He stood up and walked over to the desk. Someone had placed a pair of tough black trousers, a belt, underwear, undershirt, socks, pair of black boots, and a coarse gray overshirt on the desk.

“Better than nothing, I suppose.”

He put the clothes on. The boots were a little large for him, but they’d do. He checked the door next.

Locked.

He took a moment to study the door, which possessed a sliding viewport and a shallow hatch at its base. Not tall enough for even a child to slip through, but someone could push a meal tray underneath it. He tested the viewport and the bottom hatch, but both seemed to be secured from the other side.

“Locks on the outside. Then this is a cell.” He nodded to himself. “No surprise there. A naked weirdo showing up out of the blue is bound to make people nervous.”

He stepped back and peered out the window instead.

“Yup. We’re in an airplane, all right.”

A foaming river snaked across rolling grasslands and picturesque pastures far below. The window was riveted into the wall, so he couldn’t open it, but even if he could, he wouldn’t fit through the hole. And even if he did that, well …

Ye-e-e-e-a-a-a-argh—SPLAT!

No, thank you.

He pressed his face against the wall to the side of the window and tried to catch a glimpse of a wing or other indicator of what kind of craft he was on. He checked left, then right, but the angle was too shallow for him to see any other part of the craft. He then crouched down and glanced upward.

“Oh, wow.” He shook his head, blinked hard, then smooshed his face against the wall once more.

A thick arch of silver cut across the sky, higher than even the tallest cloud. He followed it from one horizon until it disappeared overhead and out of sight, but something told him it continued all the way to the other horizon.

Even stranger, he could see the moon. Or rather, a moon. It looked like a ball of pale bluish crystal with only the tiniest speck of black marring an otherwise perfect, homogenous orb.

And it was a full moon without any geography on its surface.

A full moon in the middle of the day. How was that possible? Full moons could only be seen at night.

“Okay. So, there’s an artificial ring or something like one in the sky, and that moon isn’t the one twirling around Earth.” He stepped back from the window and nodded to himself. “Good to know. Not sure what I can do with this information, but still good to know.”

He pressed his back against the wall and crossed his arms in thought. Then he grabbed the chairback and tried to pull it out, but discovered its legs were bolted to the floor.

“I suppose that makes sense on an airplane,” he muttered to himself. A moment later, he heard the viewport slide open.

“Hey, Mystery Guy.”

He looked up at the door, and at the welding goggles staring at him.

“Hey, Welder Girl,” he replied.

“I see you’re finally awake. Care to explain what you’re doing on our ship?”

“Wish I could,” he said with a shrug. “Do you have any idea how I got here?”

“You don’t know yourself?”

“Nope. One minute I was in my hometown. The next I was here. And naked.” He tugged on the shirt. “Thanks for the clothes, by the way.”

“Well, you looked like you needed some. You have a name, Mystery Guy?”

“I’m—” He paused and glanced down at his new body. A flight of fancy took him in that moment, and he flashed a grin at her. “Call me Locke.”

“‘Locke,’ huh? Nice name.”

“Thanks. What’s yours?”

“Bexley.”

“Nice to meet you, Bexley.” He gave her a bashful shrug. “Sorry about startling you like that. I didn’t know what to do after I spilled out of the robot.”

Bexley paused, as if she wasn’t used to strange men introducing themselves that way. (And really, who could blame her?)

“Wait a second. You were inside Titan Chimera?”

“If by ‘Titan Chimera,’ you mean the red robot, then yes.”

“I’ve been trying to reactivate that core for months! How in the blazing hells did you manage to get inside?”

“I woke up inside it and pulled this lever marked ‘emergency release.’ Next thing I know, it spilled me out on the floor.”

“But before that. How’d you get it open?”

“I didn’t. Or, if I did, I don’t remember doing it.”

“So, wait a second.” Bexley pushed her goggles up, revealing big blue eyes. “You somehow snuck inside Chimera, managed to power it up, and then all you did was pull the release?”

“I guess?”

“Then you’re not here to steal the titan?”

“No. Why would I want to do that?”

“Well, because …” She tilted her head to the side. “You feeling faint again?”

“Not at the moment, thankfully.”

“Don’t you know how rare a titan core is?”

“Haven’t got a clue.”

“Seriously? Have you lost your memory or something?”

“Don’t think so.”

“Do you at least remember where you’re from?”

“Sure do. Grassroots, Kentucky.”

“And where’s that?”

“The ass end of nowhere.”

“It’d have to be for you not to be at least a little interested in a titan core.”

“Well, there’s nothing for you to worry about,” Locke assured her. “Even if I knew what they’re worth, I’d never try to steal one.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s not mine!” he stressed. “Do I need a better reason than that? If I want something, I’ll work hard, save up, and buy it on my own. Stealing? I mean, really!” He shook his head. “What kind of degenerate do you take me for?”

“The first time I saw you, your little Locke was hanging out.”

“I—” He paused and frowned. “Okay. You’ve got me there. I don’t have a comeback for that one, other than to repeat how sorry I am for startling you.”

Bexley crossed her arms in thought. “Hmm. I’m getting the impression you’re not a thief.”

“Good! Because I’m not!”

“Yeah. You’re way too confused to be one. Thieves and stowaways normally don’t show up naked. Still have no idea how you got into Chimera’s core, though.”

“Hey, Bexley, you and me both.” He glanced toward the window. “Can I ask you a question or two?”

“Shoot.”

“Where am I?”

“You’re on the Blue Heron, though it seems odd you don’t remember even that.”

“No, I mean in a broader sense.”

“We’re on our way back to Endpoint City. Should reach it before nightfall.”

“Broader, please.”

“How broad do you want me to go?” She tilted her head again. “Don’t you even know what region you’re in?”

“I guess you could say that, though I think you need to go even broader still.”

“You must have hit your head when you fainted.”

“No, I’m fairly certain my problems started before that.”

And she was wearing a purple coat, he added silently.

“Well, you seem harmless, and we can’t have you passing out again.” She knelt down out of view, and Locke heard a bolt clink out of its track. The bottom hatch opened, and Bexley pushed in a tray of food before locking it shut again. “Here you go. Eat up.”

“Oh?” Locke picked up the tray and set it on the table.

The tray came laden with a tall, perspiring glass of orange juice, a steaming bowl of what looked like cream-of-wheat topped with a swirl of maple syrup, golden hash browns, and two thick slices of bacon.

“Hey, thanks! This looks delicious. Did you make this?”

“Nah, you’d know it if I had. Everything would be bland and burnt, so I stick to my strengths.”

Locke’s stomach grumbled as he sat down and picked up the fork.

“I’m the Blue Heron’s chief engineer,” Bexley continued. “I keep the airship and Titan Long Shot working, plus I’ve been fixing up Titan Chimera as a little side project. Guess I did a better job than I thought.”

“Guess so.”

“Then again, I don’t know how much I like Alyssa calling me the ‘chief engineer,’ because, technically, I’m the only engineer the Harriers have left.”

“What?” Locke set the fork down slowly. “I’m sorry. Could you repeat that?”

“I’m the chief engineer by default.”

“No. The other part. Who did you say you work for?”

“Harper’s Harriers.”

Locke’s eyes widened.

“Oh?” Bexley smiled at the recognition in his eyes. “You’ve heard of us?”

“Yes. Someone told me you’re professional problem solvers.”

“That’s us! No problem’s too big for the Harriers!” She snapped her fingers. “Say, you know what, it’s a strange coincidence, you showing up like this. Not only did I finally get Chimera working without even realizing it, but we’re now in a position to become a two-titan outfit! You’re a titan mage, right?”

“A what-now?”

“Sheesh! What am I saying?” Bexley rolled her eyes. “You activated Chimera, so you must be one. Do you have any piloting experience? What magical elements can you control?”

“Uhh …” He shrugged helplessly. “You’ve lost me.”

“Hmm, still not fully with us, I see.” She pointed to his food. “Well, don’t let me keep you. Eat up. I just had a brilliant idea, and I’m going to talk to Alyssa about this!”

“Wait!” He reached for her, but he already heard her boots tromping away down the corridor. “I don’t even know what planet I’m on yet,” he added mournfully.
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Excerpt from Monster Girl Tamer #1


“Son, it’s time for The Talk.”

Axel had known those words were coming since last night.

The Talk meant something different in his family. Oh, he’d gotten the, “We’ve noticed how you look at girls, here’s a condom, don’t get anyone pregnant” talk when he was thirteen, but that was small potatoes compared to the talk every man in his family got at twenty. That Talk was a Very Big Potato.

Which was why his dad’s nonchalance surprised him. When Axel came through the front door, his dad simply waved the same distant hello as usual, then went back to the kitchen sink, cleaning the last dishes from the birthday party Axel had been called away from—not that anyone blamed him.

When you made a hobby of running toward fires, you had to go when the fire summoned you.

“Can I clean up a bit first?” Axel said. He still smelled like smoke from the night’s job.

His dad waved again, and Axel went downstairs. He’d left his gear in his locker at the firehouse, but despite the hours spent cleaning the gear and tools, the scent and soot of his work still lingered. He was always vigilant about maintaining his gear, as much to preserve its reliability as to fend off the inevitable carcinogens he’d encounter; he was just as vigilant about his own body, and so he took a long shower to fend off the rest. It was an irony, he reflected, that so many firefighters spent their lives saving others, only to be killed by their own work, either in a fire or the slow cancer resulting from the things that burned around them.

Then he chuckled darkly.

Given what his father was about to say, he was not likely to die of cancer. Few of the Radcliffs ever died in such mundane ways.

When he came back upstairs, his father greeted him by cracking open a beer. He wasn’t even twenty-one yet, but he recognized the beer, one that only emerged on serious occasions. The brew was based on one his grandfather had brought back from overseas.

Well, “overseas” was only loosely correct. The bottle was a recycled original, and its label was in a language he’d never seen on this earth.

“Damn, that’s good beer!” Axel exclaimed after his first swig.

“There’s a reason your grandfather founded his microbrewery once he came back,” his father said, taking his own as they flopped onto the living room couch. “Glad one of your grandmothers knew how to make this stuff.” (Grandpa had a lot of adventures.) “If you’re lucky enough to survive whatever’s coming, you’ll inherit the recipe, too. For now, though, you get this.”

On the coffee table before them was positioned a thin, hard-shelled carrying case that resembled the ones Axel used to transport his wargaming miniatures. His father clicked it open with all the slow pride of an uber nerd about to show off an unholy amount of money spent on plastic and paint.

“Axel, meet Mel.”

The case did not contain painted miniatures.

It contained a whole-ass M4 carbine, fully assembled and maintained to such perfection that it looked fresh off the production line, but Axel knew that wasn’t true. First off, because there was a sparkling pink cat head on its grip that had likely been slapped on as a joke. Second because, if the family stories were true—and all the family stories were true—that thing had already delivered some top-quality dakkas.

World War III had been in progress before Mel and his father had gone to fight.

World War III was no longer in progress.

“I’d hoped to present her to you at the party last night, but well …”

“Duty called.”

“As it does. And given how often duty called you even before your birthday, I thought I should equip you sooner rather than later.” He lifted the carbine from the case and extended it toward his son, like a blessing. “Axel Hunter Radcliff, if she’ll have you, she’s yours. Take her.”

If she’ll have you.

That was the key, and why every man in the family trained. Because there was no way of knowing who Mel would choose until …

Axel braced his muscles to accept the heirloom. He hadn’t even fully gripped it when the weapon began to glow. Little streamers of sparkling light whipped off its form and then came back to envelop it, like some over-the-top magical girl transformation sequence, but with a badass gun. When the magical ribbons finished encasing it, its shape changed.

Its protruding bits withdrew into the main length of the gun, which then stretched out and back in a curve, except for one glob of light. This separated and hovered before him, stretching into a rectangle—no, a cylinder with a strap—which then zipped around to his back. In front, he could see additional details working into the piece still in his hands. Multiple layers of cables slipped around what looked like pulley wheels on each end of the elaborate curve. A final whip of luminescence encased his forearm and hand in the shape of an archery gauntlet, and when the light flashed away into a rain of sparkles, Axel’s suspicion was confirmed.

Resting in his hands was a shining silver compound bow, complete with that weird little cat head on the grip.

“Huh,” Axel mused. “That’s … not what I expected.”

“You were expecting anything?”

“Dad, it’s hard to have a family history like ours and not expect some kind of weirdness. Granted, I didn’t expect the transforming anime weapon, but once I saw what it was doing, I didn’t expect a bow, either.”

“That ‘transforming anime weapon’ is formally called The Arsenal, and it adapts to the user. It’s been passed down through our family for generations.”

“Oh! So the ‘Mel’ grandfather used was the same as your carbine, and the same as my bow? I thought it was just the name that got passed down.”

His father shook his head. “Nope, it’s both.”

“Why’d grandpa get a whole tank?”

“Different time, different place, very different threat.”

“Where’s the name Mel come from, anyway?”

“Actually … I don’t think even your grandpa remembers. We’ve always called her Mel, as far as I know.”

Axel positioned Mel in his hands and tested its stability and tension, then drew an arrow from the quiver that had materialized on his back.

“Not in the house,” his father said. “We’ll never hear the end of it if you blow up your mom’s new couch. Let’s take it outside to the range.”
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“The Range” was a bit of a misnomer. Oh, there was definitely a shooting range in their backyard, both for firearms and bows. But there was also a variety of obstacle courses, such that anyone flying over might mistake it for a little boot camp, were it not for the children’s playground positioned on the other side of the house. Even that was an intense, elaborate structure, meant to teach its users to fall down hard and get up quick.

Both were necessary skills in the Radcliff family.

Axel went to his favorite spot on the archery range, put his beer down, and nocked an arrow to his new bow. He was amazed at how familiar it felt, like he’d been using this very bow since he’d picked up the sport.

“Our family has a great destiny, son,” his father said, creaking down into a nearby lawn chair.

“I’m aware of that. Hard to miss when your grandpa’s sucked into a war in another world and your dad fought off the elder gods.” (World War III had been complicated.)

“It goes back further than that. And it’s stranger than you realize.”

“But isn’t the short of it that we’re all called on to be heroes?” Axel asked.

It was one of the reasons he’d been given a name like Axel Hunter Radcliff, in fact. One only had to pay half-attention while growing up to realize that, at least once in a generation, someone in his family earned a place in a history book somewhere, and like hell were any of them going to go down in history with names like John Smith or Chris Jones. His father had lucked out with the normal-sounding name of Byron, but most Radcliffs had names that sounded like they’d been pulled from old pulp adventures—and were expected to live up to them whether they were that generation’s Chosen One or not.

And so Axel had prepared as best he could.

It was not as simple a task as it sounded.

Chosen Ones were an immutable fact in his family, but there were few ways of knowing what the One was Chosen for, which meant the best approach was a well-rounded one.

Most of the family heroes benefited from physicality, so he’d participated in every sport he could when he was in school. Competitive archery was the only one he’d pursued after high school, but that was primarily because his work in the family landscaping business met a lot of his exercise demands. (After defeating the elder gods, his dad had wanted to do something low-key.)

Axel didn’t find the job all that fulfilling, though, which was where volunteer firefighting came in. He’d never considered taking the career route, because like most jobs that were essential to the functioning of society, the pay was shit—but it allowed him to both test his limits and, more importantly, to do something meaningful. Heroic, even. Plus, he couldn’t deny that he enjoyed the surge of adrenaline that flooded his veins every time the alert came. He didn’t wish fires on anyone, of course, but the joy he felt facing them was real—and specifically, the joy of taming such a volatile force.

It was like conquering a part of nature itself.

And the money he made off posing for the yearly firefighter calendar wasn’t bad, either.

He let the arrow fly. The cable thumped against his gauntlet with a powerful crack, and the arrow pierced its target with a near-silent swish. A good shot, but mundane otherwise. No magical sparkles or anything. He prepared another.

“We’re all called to be heroes,” Byron Radcliff continued, “but we’ve never told you the full story, nor what it means for each generation’s Chosen hero.”

Axel let the arrow fly. It landed, again a good shot, but again mundane.

He suspected he knew more than his father thought—after all, kids picked up a lot when the adults thought they weren’t listening—but he also knew his father wanted to tell the story. He’d probably been looking forward to this for years, and so Axel returned to his beer and took the seat next to his dad.

“It’s not that’s we’re called to be heroes, like some holy vocation. It’s that we get summoned, and we have no choice in the matter. And we have to make it work, because if we don’t, awful things can happen. Whatever you’re chosen for, you’re not destined to win. You’ll need to make clever use of the resources available to you. Mel, for one, and … let’s call it your support staff.”

The way his father said it suggested there was more to the phrase than allies. Namely, the way his eyebrows raised.

“Some Radcliffs are sucked into conflicts around our world, but not all. Your grandfather was one such exception, summoned to another world to fight a demon king and his four generals. It was a fantastic situation to say the least, but the thing that got him through it was not his weapon, but his harem.”

Axel had just taken a swig of beer, and now it shot up through his nose.

“Did you just say harem?”

“You know the phrase ‘Behind every great man is a great woman’? Well, when you’re in extreme situations, having more can help.”

“Wait, so … that was an intentional, organized thing? It wasn’t just that grandpa slept around with a bunch of women on his adventure?”

“Oh, he slept around for sure. But mainly with women who brought some kind of skill to his cause. They were his support as much as his lovers.”

“Even the crazy cat lady?”

The crazy cat lady was the only one Axel had ever heard described in any detail, and now that he thought of it, something else about her was odd. Namely, that she’d never been described as having any cats. And given what kind of world she’d come from …

“Was one of my grandmas secretly a catgirl?”

Byron shrugged and took another swig of beer. “She certainly had … cat in some form. But that’s not my point. My point is that he’s not the first Radcliff to succeed because of his harem.”

“You, too? Then why do I only have one mom?”

“Because after the elder god thing was over, she was the one I chose. You don’t have to marry them all. You just need to build a harem that helps you win the day.”

“How will I know what my challenge is, then? What kind of skills I need to gather?” Axel asked urgently. This complicated things. More than his father realized. “Dad, I’ve always avoided getting a girlfriend because I didn’t want to endanger her. I don’t know how to flirt!”

“You’re a firefighter. Just take your shirt off and they’ll come.”

“That’s not my point. Have you seen the size of my wargaming collection? No girl I bring to my parents’ basement is going to see that and want to stay with me.”

“She will if she’s cool.”

“Oh god, I live in my parents’ basement, too!”

His father set his beer aside and looked him dead in the eyes. “Axel. The only reason we didn’t tell you this before is because we didn’t want your hormonal teenage self to take advantage of it. Your mother and I have, in fact, soundproofed the basement in anticipation of this day, so that you can freely get up to wargaming or … not. Whatever it takes to build your harem and save the world.”

Axel froze with his beer halfway to his mouth. He’d thought he’d had some idea of how this day would go, and it had not involved his father telling him, “Go forth and fuck to save the world.”

It had especially not involved the portal.

Nonetheless, he became aware of a sudden sparkle beneath his chair. Before he could register that it wasn’t coming from Mel, the sparkle whirled around his feet like a circle drawn by a speeding comet.

He didn’t even have time to scream before he fell, nor before the circle closed, leaving only empty ground and his father, who said:

“Huh. That happened faster than expected.”

And then he drained his beer and went inside.
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Ready to continue the adventure?
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Read or listen to I Power Up with Every Monster Girl I Defeat! (Monster Girl Tamer #1) here!


Thanks for reading!


Dear Reader,

If you’ve reached this page, congratulations! After all, out of all the spicy harem books you could have chosen to read, you chose my spicy harem book, and if you ask me, there are few better indicators of good taste.

That said, if you liked what you read and would like to see more, be sure to leave a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or Bookbub. The more reviews a book gets, the more likely I am to say, “Hmm, maybe I should write a sequel.” (Plus, it’s just fun to hear back from readers.)

Also, if you’d like to receive updates on what else I’m writing, be sure to follow me on:

	Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/edieskyeauthor 

	Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/edieskyeauthor 

	Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/edieskyeauthor/ 

	TikTok: https://www.tiktok.com/@edieskyeauthor 

	Backup TikTok: https://www.tiktok.com/@edieskyestrikesback 

	Twitter/X: https://twitter.com/edieskyeauthor 

	Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/Edie-Skye/e/B09X3PQFXX 

	Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/edieskyeauthor 

	Bookbub: https://www.bookbub.com/authors/edie-skye 

	Website: https://edieskye.com/ 

	Mailing List: https://edieskye.com/newsletter/ 




And finally, if you’re looking for more harem lit, be sure to join the Harem Lit, HaremLit Readers, Harem Gamelit, Pulp Fantasy, Harem, and Romance for Men, Monster Girl Fiction, and Dukes of Harem groups on Facebook! For more lit that may or may not be harem, but is definitely fun, join SuperLit Book Club, Club Kaiju, and LitRPG Legion.

Again, thank you for reading Blood Knight Box Set: The Complete Celestial Arc! And don’t be shy! I love to hear back from by readers, and you can reach me at all the sites above, or directly at edieskyeauthor@gmail.com.

Best,

Edie Skye


Looking for More Harem Reads?
Here are some of my favorites! :D


Maid to Order (Build-A-Catgirl #1) by Simon Archer

Raven House (Otherworld Academy #1) by Deacon Frost

Magic Steampunk Pirate Booty (Magic Steampunk Pirate Booty #1) by Grady Sparks

Elemental Empire (Elemental Empire #1) by Peter North

Priestess (Aycrishi Sodality #1) by Phil Aerix

Detective in Mind by Justin Knight

Herald of Shalia (Herald of Shalia #1) by Tamryn Tamer

Future Reborn (Future Reborn #1) by Daniel Pierce

Wastelands (Rogan’s Monsters #1) by Jack Porter

Dukes of Harem Anthology by Various Authors

Master Class (Master Class #1) by Annabelle Hawthorne and Virgil Knightley

The Bawdy Ballads of Bodrick the Bard by Virgil Knightley and Serena Silverlake
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Cuddle up with Brooke!

Or Emma, Sammy, Ixia, Ashley … or any of your other favorite waifus from my books!

If you’ve ever said “Hey, I’d really like this hot vampire slaying girl on a blanket, desk mat, calendar, poster, or other swag,” hop on over to my shop!

There you’ll find not only fun merch, but signed copies of my books, and sometimes variant covers!

https://store.holowriting.com
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TITAN MAGE

THE COMPLETE SERIES

(for now)

Now Available in eBook, Print, and Audio

* * *

Magic powers?

His own mech?

A whole airship of gorgeous women desperate for his genes?

Yes, please!

Paralyzed by a drunk driver, let go from his job, and stuck in a sad, stagnant town in the middle of nowhere, Joseph Locke was having the worst day of his life.

And then he died.

But considering that he wakes up with a brand new body, in the cockpit of a badass steampunk robot, on an airship of nothing but hot babes, his next life may not be all that bad. Especially when he learns that he’s a void mage—the rarest and most powerful of all mages on the world of Haven. And his shipmates want to help him make more.

WARNING: Titan Mage is a fun fantasy adventure containing steam both punk and smutty: raunchy sausage-obsessed mechanics, lusty airship captains, prurient mech pilots, and saucy language to match. (So don’t read it and then complain about the spice. Y’all know exactly what you’re getting into.)

Action-packed harem fantasy adventure from Edie Skye!

https://edieskye.com/
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MONSTER GIRL TAMER #1: I POWER UP WITH EVERY MONSTER GIRL I DEFEAT!

A red hot, fiery demon girl.

A goblin girl obsessed with wood.

An oni girl who loves to grip a big sword.

And they’re going to help him save the world … how?

Axel Hunter Radcliff has trained his whole life to be a hero. Once every generation, someone in his family is called upon to be a Chosen One, and Axel’s prepared himself extensively, just in case it’s him.

He just wasn’t prepared for the portal.

Now he’s in another world brimming with dangerous monsters beneath a sky full of magic portals … and with no idea what he’s been summoned to do. All he knows is that every Chosen Radcliff has been aided by a support staff of skilled women: a tactical harem.

When mysterious monster girls start wreaking havoc in this new world, Axel is ready to answer the call. He’ll have to draw upon insight borne from every tabletop RPG he’s played and every harem novel he’s read to face them, because these are either the women he’s destined to gather … or the force he’s been summoned to stop.

Either way, these monster girls need to be tamed!

WARNING: Monster Girl Tamer is a fun LitRPG fantasy adventure with a healthy side of heat: sensuous demons, lustful goblins, voluptuous oni, and saucy language to match. (So don’t read it and then complain about the spice. Y’all know exactly what you’re getting into.)

Hilarious LitRPG isekai fantasy adventure from Edie Skye!

Now Available in eBook, Print, and Audio

https://edieskye.com/


About the Author


Edie Skye wrote Titan Mage as a joke and, in doing so, discovered that while she likes writing smart stuff, she also likes writing smut. Pretty spicy smut, too, ‘cause if you’re gonna do it, you might as well do it hard.

Specifically, she likes to spin fun (and funny) adventure fantasies about badass women and the equally badass dudes who want to do them. Vigorously. There’s action and monster-punching galore, sometimes with airships and mech upgrades, sometimes with monster girl gamers, but always with a substantial side of harem and fun-for-all-involved graphic spice. (Which is to say, it’s super NSFW. Unless your workplace is, like, really cool.)
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