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“Wow,” I said. “That’s impressive.”

The painting stretched from one end of the room to the other, encompassing the entire wall and reaching all the way to just beneath the ceiling. In the background was a city on fire—an ancient metropolis with thick walls and Roman buildings—while in the foreground, an army of angels and demons were locked in a bitter struggle. Scores of dead filled the battlefield, while destruction and mayhem ensued among those still alive. Flames leapt over the city, so lifelike that I felt sweat beading on my forehead.

“It is,” the woman standing next to me agreed. She was impressive in her own way, too, though I didn’t think she’d appreciate being compared to a painting this violent. “Bellum Aeternum. It means ‘Eternal War’ in Latin. Painted in the 12th Century by Alfonso Garibaldi, the Mad Count of Tuscany.”

“He certainly came by the moniker honestly,” I said. “This thing is huge. It must have taken years to paint it all…”

The museum was practically deserted at this time of day, which meant that Fliss and I had this part of the gallery all to ourselves. Normally I might have been up for a little hanky-panky, but not with all those painted angels and demons watching me.

“Garibaldi was an amazing man,” Fliss said, taking a step forward. She adjusted her thick-framed glasses and unconsciously smoothed down her skirt, then took the specs off and rubbed a bit of dirt off of the lens. “Though a pragmatic vassal for his lord, Count Garibaldi harbored a streak of madness. An enthusiastic student of the occult and practitioner of blood magic, he claimed that on his thirtieth birthday an angel appeared to him and granted him the ability to see the endless war between Heaven and Hell…”

Fliss trailed off. “I’m starting to sound like I’m giving a tour,” she said, spots of color rising to her cheeks. “Sorry.”

“I don’t mind one bit,” I said, meaning it. “My thirtieth was just a couple weeks ago, funny enough.”

Felicity—the woman I called Fliss at her request—smiled. “Happy belated birthday!” she said, coming back to me and putting an arm around my side. “That’s awesome. I hope I’m making it a good one.”

She was. I liked Fliss; the two of us got along well, and we had an easy, obvious chemistry. It had been a while since I’d been on a date, living the way I did, and so I was glad to be spending a warm summer evening with a woman.

Especially one as cute as Fliss.

“I just can’t help it,” Fliss said, cocking her head to the side. “You give enough tours of this place to high schoolers, you start to get the stories ingrained inside of you. You find yourself slipping into the whole didactic, tour guide style without even meaning to.” She gave me a skeptical look. “You’re sure you’re cool hanging out with me here? You don’t want to do something fancier?”

“Fancy isn’t exactly in my vocabulary,” I told the woman.

Honestly, I meant it.

I’d woken up this morning in a campground about twenty minutes away from downtown Traverse, in a Coleman travel trailer I’d unhitched from my beat up truck a few days ago. The former was still there; the latter was in the parking lot of the Traverse Museum, where I’d come for my date with Fliss.

I’d met her a few days ago at the local farmer’s market. I preferred to shop locally for my groceries when I could—meat, eggs, and the like—and the two of us had literally bumped into each other outside of the stall of a farmer who sold root vegetables and fancy herbs. We’d gotten to talking, and we’d wound up having coffee together at the market.

I’d explained all this to her ahead of time; she’d been really interested in the whole ‘nomad’ lifestyle. She wanted to know all about why I did it, and why I preferred bouncing around the country to settling down.

I told her I’d tell her all about it if she went out with me. And that was that.

“Well, alright,” Fliss said. She looked me up and down, evidently liking what she saw. “You come to places like these often?”

“I try to take in a little bit of the local culture everywhere I go,” I said, glancing back at the wall-sized painting. Looking closer at it, I realized not everyone in the Mad Count’s masterpiece was fighting for their lives. A couple of angels on the sidelines were engaging in a different word that started with ‘F’ in the shadow of the city walls. Count Garibaldi must have been an even freakier fellow than I thought. “It’s rare that I see something like this, though…”

“There’s more,” Fliss said with a grin. “Way more. This museum has one of the largest endowments in the Midwest; we get artifacts from all around the world here. Things you can’t find anywhere else.”

I nodded. One thing was for certain: Fliss definitely had some endowments of her own. They were, in fact, the first thing I’d noticed when I saw her at the farmer’s market. No two ways about it; she was stacked.

She was the same age as me—thirty years old—but nearly a full foot shorter in height. She was no supermodel, but she had that kind of ‘girl next door’ prettiness that was even more alluring in its way than rude beauty. Her hair was curly and dark, with a cute, mousey face and eyes so big and brown they could have made an appearance in the museum’s portrait gallery. In businesslike pants and a tight little button-down she could almost have passed for a student at the local university.

Felicity was anything but. From what she’d told me, in a few years she was going to be running this museum, and I didn’t doubt it. In just the couple of days I’d known her, I’d realized that in addition to being a cutie, Fliss was a total nerd.

“You want me to keep showing you around?” Fliss asked. She was a little nervous, and I wondered if it had been nearly as long for her since her last date as it was for me. “I totally get if you don’t want to geek out over old statues and artifacts—”

“No, please—geek away,” I said, laughing. “This is super interesting. It’s almost like I’ve got my own private tour guide.” I flashed her my most knowing smile—the one I’d used on clients back at the company when I really needed to close a deal. “Maybe I can tip you after by taking you out to dinner?”

Fliss’s grin widened. “That sounds like an excellent compromise, Jaxon,” she said, putting her arm through mine. “Oh, you’re going to love this! Are you into pre-contact Incan culture, by any chance?”

I wasn’t, but I was more than willing to let Fliss do her thing. During our coffee date, I’d found out she dual-majored in archaeology and history at the local college, so a place like this was catnip to a woman like her. I doubted she’d actually felt like she had to work a single day she’d been employed by the museum.

There was something wild about Fliss, though. If there hadn’t been, she probably wouldn’t have attracted me the way she did. She told me she’d dreamed of traveling the world, of digging up relics or excavating ancient tombs like a more realistic version of Indiana Jones. I could tell that while she loved her work, she didn’t relish being stuck in the dead center of the country working at a museum in the same town she’d graduated from.

That’s probably why she was so interested in you, Jaxon, I told myself.

I’d been living the nomadic life for years now. A little over half a decade ago, the software company I’d helped build from the ground up got sold to one of the big Silicon Valley conglomerates. As a vested founder, I’d been entitled to a substantial payout. I hadn’t realized how substantial until I met with a lawyer in Sacramento. I’d never seen so many zeros in one place before, at least not with a ‘one’ at the front of them.

At twenty-four, I’d found myself with more money than I knew what to do with. Most of my friends either poured themselves into some new venture—workaholics, all those guys—or started trying to live like celebrities. For me, I ended up with a strangely hollow feeling. Sure, I’d made enough cash to never have to work again, but I’d also lost control of the one thing I’d made in my life that I was truly proud of. Sure, I hadn’t made it alone, but I’d been a big part of what made both it and the company successful.

Not long after the ink was dry on the deal, I gave the better part of the money I’d made to charity. With what was left—minus my emergency fund—I bought a pickup truck and a travel trailer big enough for me to comfortably live in. I learned how to hitch and unhitch it—fifth-wheels were too bulky for me—and started driving around the country.

So far, I hadn’t found any reason to stop.

Fliss was doing her best to try and give me one, though. She’d come on strong, even if she probably liked to think of herself as a ‘good girl’ who played ‘hard to get’. I didn’t think she recognized me: it had been a long damn time since anyone had done that. But it made me wonder if she knew me somehow, or from somewhere.

We had that kind of connection.

It was about an hour before closing time, and the Traverse Museum was nearly empty. Only a handful of people milled about the wings showcasing the museum’s largest exhibits, and none of them bothered Fliss and me as we made our way around the building. Her shift had ended at two, and as soon as she took off the cute little name tag that said FELICITY on it, she was just another visitor.

She took me through the Medieval Japan wing and let me ooh and ahh over the samurai swords, then led me towards the back of the museum. The exhibits here were older in both senses of the word: both in need of a few touch-ups and dedicated to some truly ancient times in human history. A glass case filled with Roman coins jostled for display space with a diorama depicting the Bronze Age Collapse. Fliss paid neither any mind—evidently, her goal was even further back.

“Okay, I know you’re going to think I’m crazy,” the brunette said, taking my hand as she walked. “But this is the single most impressive thing in our collection. Come here, I’ll show you.”

I gave her hand a squeeze as we walked beneath a stone arch meant to represent part of the original wall of the settlement of Londinium. It truly did feel like I was being drawn back into the past, like Fliss and I were on one of those educational theme park rides intended to teach kids about ancient history. But it was exciting, too, because this was a date.

I really like this girl, I thought. She’s a little crazy, but crazy can be good.

The stereotype about crazy girls was that they were great in bed. I wouldn’t have minded finding out whether that was true in Fliss’s case, though I sensed such an arrangement might depend on me promising to stay in Traverse longer than the two weeks I’d originally intended. I was just here to look around, scribble some more prose, and move on to the next town.

How long are you going to kid yourself? A little voice whispered in the back of my head. Writing a book isn’t at all like writing a piece of software. Being able to program doesn’t mean you’re going to be able to pen the Great American Novel…

Maybe not. But I’d heard it said that a writer needed to have a great deal of experience in order to put it all into his novels. Deep down, part of me hoped that one day, my brain would decide I’d seen enough—and that I’d dump all of my travels into a book.

A modern Jack Kerouack, maybe. Though my tastes trended more towards Brandon Sanderson and Stephen King. I wasn’t lying to Fliss about not being fancy.

The room Fliss led me into had dim recessed lighting around the floor like a movie theater. In the center of the room was a stone slab the size of a twin bed, covered with a glass case. Three lights shone on it from the ceiling at different angles, giving it a glow that sent a shiver down my spine.

“What’s that?” I asked, putting an arm around Fliss. “Is it from Area 51?”

Fliss chuckled and rolled her eyes. “No, Jaxon,” she said, slipping into that didactic tone once more. “It’s not from Area 51. It’s plenty strange, though.”

It certainly was. I took a step forward with Fliss at my side, expecting the little plaque sitting in front of the glass case to make everything make sense.

But the plaque was blank.

“No note,” I muttered. “No, uh, explanation?”

Fliss shook her head. “There hasn’t been time,” she explained, slipping away from my side. “This find only came into the Museum last month. If it wasn’t for how freaking big it is, it would still be in one of the back rooms taking up space. We only moved it out here because there was no space for it anywhere else.”

That made sense. “Cool,” I said. “So what is it?”

“This,” Fliss whispered, sounding like someone telling a spooky Halloween story, “is one of the most fabled relics of all time. Happy Birthday, Jaxon Bryant—you are looking at none other than the legendary Archon Tablet!”

Fliss was clearly waiting for me to react. I plastered a smile on my face and nodded. “Oh, awesome!”

She scoffed. “That’s all you can say?”

“I’ve never heard of the Archon Tablet,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “Should I have?”

“Oh, absolutely!” Fliss’s voice picked up speed as she talked, like she couldn’t hold in her excitement. “We’ve carbon dated every item that gets added to the museum’s roster—part and parcel of the whole screening process, you know—and this is, by far, the oldest thing inside of these four walls. By nearly five thousand years!” She walked around to the other side of the slab, peering at me through the wall of the glass case. “This thing predates most books of the Bible, Jaxon!”

“Wow.” Okay, that was impressive. “So it’s really, really old.”

Fliss nodded. “No one has managed to translate the runes written on its surface,” she explained, inviting me to get closer to the case and peer at the slab. “Are they a previously undiscovered dialect of Babylonian hieroglyphics? A branch of Ancient Egyptian we have no records of? No one knows.” She flashed an impish grin. “But I have a theory.”

“You do?” I glanced up at her through the glass. I’d been strangely entranced by those symbols—they almost looked familiar, like I’d seen them in a dream once. “I bet that would be major news!”

Fliss came around the glass and stood next to me. “Jaxon,” she whispered, lacing her fingers through my own, “have you ever heard of lingua ignota?”

“Is that a metal band?” I asked.

Fliss shook her head. “It’s Latin for ‘unknown language’, or ‘unknown alphabet’,” she explained, her gaze flickering over the symbols carved into the stone. “There have been multiple religious figures throughout history who claim to have been shown this unknown language—usually in a visitation from some heavenly figure or by having it revealed in their dreams.”

Hadn’t that been what I was thinking? Suddenly I felt a little queasy.

“Supposedly, it’s the language of the angels,” Fliss said. She turned to me, peering up into my eyes, and I realized that she was absolutely serious. “The tongue spoken by the heavenly host itself. Jaxon, I believe that—” she gestured at the symbols on the slab, “—is lingua ignota. That we’ve been unable to translate it, because it can’t be translated. Rendering it in our language would be like turning Shakespeare into a dog’s barks.”

“That’s one hell of a theory,” I said, amazed. And maybe a little heavy for a first date, I didn’t add.

Fliss was looking crazier and crazier all the time. The weird thing was, I dug it. All this stuff about ancient tablets and the language of the angels excited me. If nothing else, it made a fantastic brainstorming session. Maybe I could work some of this stuff into the novel I was going to write one of these days…

I realized Fliss was looking at me expectantly. For a second I thought she was waiting for me to kiss her, then I realized she had one eye on me and one on the slab.

“What?” I asked, my tone gently teasing.

“Jaxon,” Fliss asked, nibbling her bottom lip. “Want to help me prove it?”

I blinked. “Prove what?”

Fliss was truly excited now. “Jaxon,” she said, taking both of my hands, “what if I told you there was a way for you and I to prove that the Archon Slab contains the language of the angels? That right now—tonight—we could make the biggest archeological discovery since King Tut’s Tomb.”

I thought about it. For about two seconds.

“That sounds a hell of a lot more exciting than dinner,” I told the woman.

Fliss stood on tiptoe and kissed me. It was a good kiss—damn good—and by the time it was over, she had her hands under my shirt and I had mine dangerously low on the small of her back.

“Oh my,” Fliss said, breaking the kiss. “That was even better than I’d expected.”

“For me, too,” I agreed. “Damn, girl—you’re a good kisser.”

Fliss blushed. “You can still take me out to dinner if you want,” she said, smiling. “But if this goes the way I hope, maybe we can just grab takeout and go back to your place?”

My heart jumped into my throat. “As long as you don’t mind that ‘my place’ is a camper,” I told her.

“Are you kidding me? Sounds perfectly romantic,” she said.

I couldn’t agree more.

Fliss made a show of looking back and forth, even though this section of the museum was nearly deserted. “Alright, fuck it,” she said, grinning from ear to ear with a mischievous expression. “Let’s do it!”

“Do what, exactly?”

Fliss reached into her shirt. For a second, I thought she was about to unbutton her top—then she grabbed a little silver chain dangling into her cleavage and tugged.

Hanging around her neck was a glittering ruby pendant. A wide band of gold encircled the jewel around the middle, and there was a golden rune etched across the gem’s top and bottom. It must have been worth a fortune.

Scratch that. I knew it was worth a fortune.

Because I knew that pendant.

I was wearing the same one around my own neck.
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“Okay,” Fliss said, looking up at me. “I showed you mine, now you show me yours.”

I took a step backward. The lights surrounding the Archon Tablet seemed to have grown brighter in the last few seconds, so that I could see every corner of the wing of the museum in which we’d found ourselves. The facets of Fliss’s gem sparkled like a Christmas ornament, even in the subdued lighting of the museum’s ancient history section.

“Fliss,” I muttered, looking around for the exits. “Where the hell did you get that?”

The brunette’s lips formed a tight little line. “I can explain,” she said, holding up a hand. “Please don’t freak out.”

I was trying not to. But it was undeniable—the ruby pendant Fliss had just pulled out from under her shirt was a virtual duplicate of the one I was wearing under mine at that same instant. And I’d had this particular piece of jewelry for years and years. All my life, in fact.

Something really strange was going on.

“Where did you get that?” I repeated. My hand shot to my chest, expecting to find my own pendant had vanished. “That’s not a toy! That’s the only thing I’ve got left from my fucking parents!”

“Your parents gave you the gem?” Fliss asked. “That makes sense. My Dad gave me mine.”

I took another step backwards. I was beginning to feel dizzy. “My parents… are dead…” I grunted, shaking my head. “I’m… I’m adopted…”

Suddenly Fliss was at my side. “Woah,” she whispered, holding onto my sides. “Listen, I wasn’t trying to scare you, Jaxon. Everything’s okay! Look, you can sit down right over here…”

Fliss guided me over to a bench near a corner of the room. I sat down gratefully, and pretty soon, the pounding in my head and the strange dizzy spell passed.

“I am so sorry,” the brunette said, taking my hand. “I really, really didn’t mean to upset you. I’ve just been working on this for so long, and after so many years to have the solution just up and fall into my lap… it’s crazy! It feels like fate!”

“Solution to what?” I asked.

Fliss paused, collecting herself. She held up her hands. “We should start over,” she said, batting her eyelashes at me. “I didn’t do that right at all. Jaxon, where did you get your gem?”

I found myself able to speak. “It was a gift,” I said, reaching into my own shirt. I pulled out the gem, staring into its facets as I talked. My version of the pendant was held by two leather bands, threaded around each other to make a stronger cord, but other than that, it was exactly the same as Fliss’s…

No. Wait.

The symbols on the top and bottom were different.

“It’s not the same pendant,” I muttered, looking from hers to mine and back again. “But they’re part of the same set.”

“That’s right,” Fliss said, perking up. “I’ve done tons of research into my own Regalia, but there’s just not a lot of information out there. And what I’ve been able to find is sketchy in the extreme. But I think there could be as many as two dozen of these pendants out there—”

“Wait,” I said, cutting her off. “Your own what?”

“Regalia,” Fliss said, holding up her gem. “Jaxon, these gems are very old. And very powerful, if the sources I’ve found that talk about them are right.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “I always thought it was just some trinket my birth parents tossed in my bassinet when they left me at the steps of the orphanage,” I said, shaking my head. “I used to sarcastically refer to the thing as my ‘good luck charm’. If I could have found a pawn broker who’d have given me fifty bucks for it back in college, I’d have sold the thing for beer money.”

“Oh no!” Fliss’s eyes went wide. “Jaxon, I’m glad you never sold it!”

Now I was, too. Sort of?

“What the hell are these things?” I managed to ask. “Why the hell do you and I have the same piece of jewelry?”

Fliss cleared her throat. “This came from my father,” she explained, holding up the gem. “He was an archeologist—a way more successful one than me. Traveled around the world and everything. He made many discoveries and solved many mysteries. But this little gem bedeviled my father until the very end of his life.”

I nodded. “How so?”

“The Archon Tablet,” Fliss explained. “It can be translated. By these.”

My brows shot to my hairline. “Are you fucking with me?” I asked. “Be serious, now.”

From the look on her face, I could tell that she’d never been more so. “Jaxon, I’ve been looking for the other half of this Regalia for ages. For the gem with the opposite symbols to the one I’ve been given, the one that, when combined with this jewel, can translate the language of the angels. Or at least allow the jewel’s owner to hear that language.” She smiled, a tear forming in the corner of her eye. “And then this gorgeous man bumped into me at the farmer’s market and took me out for coffee. I’d already decided I was going to go out with him, but right as I finished my mocha latte, he pulled the other gem out of his shirt and started polishing it with his jacket!”

I had, hadn’t I? I hadn’t thought anything of it. I often took the pendant out and rubbed it. I wasn’t lying when I said it was a ‘good luck’ gesture—the years had turned my joke about the pendant into a kind of reality, and I’d always touched it when I needed things to go right. Like with a pretty girl on a coffee date.

“So you see what I mean about fate?” Fliss looked thunderstruck. “Jaxon, it can’t be a coincidence that you came into my life a month after I managed to secure the Archon Tablet. It can’t just be random chance that the man who has the other half of the pendant my father spent half his life chasing just happened to bump into me at the farmer’s market a few days ago! This is real! This is… this is our destiny!”

“Wow,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve gotta say, you’re laying a lot of really heavy shit on me right now, Felicity. I don’t know how to take this.”

It all sounded too crazy to be true, right? I couldn’t just play along with this.

Okay, maybe some of it was a little bit true. There was definitely an Archon Tablet that Fliss grew up hearing about from her father, and it was probably the same thing she’d managed to now get shipped to the museum she worked at as part of its new exhibit. But all the stuff about the pendants? The so-called Regalia?

It was crazy. Super fucking crazy.

A level of crazy I was kind of unwilling to tolerate, even in a girl as cute as Fliss.

“Listen,” I said, playing it cool. “You’re a really great girl, Felicity. I would love to hear more about all this language of the angels stuff. Maybe over dinner?”

I wasn’t ready to call it quits with Fliss. Despite how crazy she sounded, there was something about her I found incredibly fascinating. The fact that she was cute as a button and just my type didn’t hurt matters, either.

I figured getting us out of here was probably the best move. Put a little distance between the two of us and this slab, and feel out the rest of Fliss’s feelings on the matter. Maybe all this ancient civilization stuff wasn’t as crazy as it seemed on the outside. Maybe if I checked my phone and did a little Googling, I’d find that this was all settled science among the archaeological community.

But Fliss was already shaking her head. “This is a once in a lifetime opportunity,” she insisted, rising from the bench. “If we can translate the Archon Tablet, it could mean understanding the true origins of humanity. That Tablet is said to contain instructions on how to access the powers we once wielded. The ones that allowed our ancestors to do wondrous things. Traveling among the stars. Seeing other planets. Doing magic…!”

Okay. This was getting more than a little creepy. As much as I liked Fliss, she was starting to sound like some kind of conspiracy nut. At this point, I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out her process for ‘translating’ the stone slab involved a pair of tinfoil hats and a couple of dowsing rods.

But Hell. Maybe I was willing to play along. If nothing else, this would make a fun story I could add to a book someday. And Fliss did seem harmless, if a little excitable.

“Alright,” I said, cutting her off as she launched into another ramble about the language of the angels and the origins of humanity. “Let’s say I wanted to see this happen with my own eyes. What would we do?”

Fliss looked shocked. “You’re in?” she blurted.

I shrugged. “Sure.”

Her jaw dropped open. “Wow,” she whispered, looking at me like she couldn’t quite believe it. “I expected you to take a lot more convincing! I figured there was no way you’d believe me!”

“I’m not sure if I believe you,” I told her. “But I’m not sure that I don’t believe you. Either way, I’m willing to give it a shot.” Then I smiled. “Can you do something first, though?”

“What?”

“Kiss me again.”

Fliss grinned. “C’mere, Jaxon.”

I stood up and gave Fliss another smooch. This one was even better than the first—longer, too. By the time Fliss broke it, panting and gasping, both of us had rounded second base and were thinking about third.

But if there was one thing in this world that Felicity wanted more than me, it was to prove she wasn’t crazy. That everything her Dad told her about that pendant and the Archon Tablet was true.

“Damn,” Fliss whispered. She brushed a lock of hair away from her face that had fallen across it, spots of color riding high on her cheeks. “And you said I’m a good kisser? I can’t wait to find out what else you can do!”

“Soon enough,” I promised the brunette. “Show me how we translate this slab.”

Together, we moved to the front of the glass case. Fliss brushed the podium aside, moving it a few steps to the right of the case. The three lights still shone down on the glass, illuminating the Archon Tablet from all sides.

“First, we need to have access to the slab itself,” Fliss said, glancing over her shoulder. “Keep an eye on the hall.”

This wing of the museum was completely empty, and it probably would be until closing time—which, according to the Omega Speedmaster I’d bought myself to celebrate selling my company, was in fifteen minutes. If we could wait, we’d have a much greater chance of not being interrupted, but I could tell Fliss didn’t want to wait.

“What are you going to do?” I blurted. “You can’t just unlock that—”

Fliss produced a silver key from her pocket and slammed it into a lock at the bottom of the case.

“—without setting off an alarm,” I muttered, trailing off as I realized Fliss already had that part figured out.

A pneumatic hiss filled the room. The glass pane covering the stone slab retracted on either side, revealing itself to be two separate halves rather than a single tempered sheet. The Archon Slab lay beneath, its glossy surface gleaming in the dim light.

“Shit,” I hissed, glancing back into the hall. “Fliss, if someone sees us, you’re going to be in a lot of trouble!”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said, flashing a manic grin. “There’s nobody in this section of the museum this late, anyway. Here, take this!”

She pressed the pendant into my hand. I stared at it, my gaze lost in the dense facets of the jewel.

“What do I do with it?” I asked.

Fliss gestured at the gem she’d handed me, then to the one hanging around my neck. “Take that one off,” she said, gesturing at mine, “and put it against the one I gave you. If they’re the right pair, they should… just fit together.”

“Really? How?” I couldn’t imagine. It didn’t look like the two pendants were part of the same whole—there was no ‘yin and yang’ situation I could see when I looked at them.

“My Dad was kind of vague about this part,” Fliss admitted. “I think… I think if it’s right, you’ll just know that you’ve done it.”

Nodding, I removed the gem from my neck.

The two pendants didn’t look like they fit together in any logical way. Feeling sheepish, I took the two little golden bands that circled each ruby and tapped them together, feeling like Dorothy using her shoes to escape the land of Oz.

Except I was trying to get to the crazy, not escape it.

There was a clink sound. Nothing happened.

“I don’t think it worked,” I said gravely.

Fliss grimaced. “Try it again,” she begged, wringing her hands. “Please…”

I glanced over my shoulder. “I think someone’s coming,” I said, though I hadn’t heard any footsteps in the hall. “We should get that glass case back over the slab before someone sees what we’ve done—”

A spark shot from the ruby in my hand, leaping from one gem to the next.

And then things stopped making sense for a little while.

Time seemed to slow down, the seconds ticking by like hours. The two gems in my hand began to sizzle, glowing with a faint red light. That light grew rapidly brighter, until it burned like a miniature sun in my palm.

From somewhere far off, I could hear Fliss crying out. But her voice sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a deep, dark well, like the two of us weren’t even standing in the same building, much less the same room.

More sparks flew from the conjoined gems. The two pieces of jewelry were fusing together, exploding with light as they formed one complete whole. The longer I looked at them, the more difficult it became to believe they’d ever been anything else. They were meant for each other, like two pieces meant to be put together at the end of a long, difficult jigsaw puzzle.

The moment the two came together fully, a wave of power rippled through the room.

It lifted me right off of my feet. My stomach did a flip like I was going down a hill on a rollercoaster while Fliss did the same thing a few feet away from me. Both of us were floating.

Light in colors outside the visible spectrum flashed against the interiors of my eyelids. I had no idea what was going on, but I wasn’t afraid. Somehow, I was totally past fear.

Whatever I’d unlocked was completely beyond human understanding. I’d entered a totally new level of existence.

My toes touched the carpet as the wave passed. Reality reasserted itself, and I was staring at the thick stone slab at the center of the museum room once more. With one huge change.

The text written across the stone had begun to glow.

That glow filled my eyes, until text began to flicker in my vision. At first I blinked, shaking my head to try and clear it, but the words were still there.  It was as if I were wearing a virtual reality helmet. Or like I had the letters printed directly on my eyeballs, and they were scrolling across the field of my vision.

CALIBRATINGCALIBRATINGCALIBRATINGCALIBRATING…

“Jaxon!?” Fliss’s voice rose above the din, filled with worry. “What’s happening?”

I couldn’t speak. Even if I could make words, there was no way I could explain this.

CALIBRATED!

A flash of red filled my vision, and I was nearly flung from my feet. The blue glow disappeared from the Archon Tablet in a clap of thunder, and a rumble like the world being ripped in two reverberated through the museum. I hit the carpet on my knees, bracing my head instinctively against the rubble I thought was about to start raining from the ceiling.

Nothing came. When I opened my eyes, there was a new message floating in my vision, like a hologram.

Salutations, JAXON VANCE BRYANT! You have successfully activated the Archon System! Scanning for class…

The dots at the end of the word ‘class’ rolled in and out, like a computer program waiting for more input. I read the words, then read them again. Insane laughter bubbled at the back of my throat.

“I’m losing my fucking mind,” I said, blinking. Every time my eyes closed I expected the words to be gone, but they refused to fade. “Fuck me, I’ve gone insane…”

The words vanished, replaced with new ones.

Success! You have been granted the Class: <<POWERMANCER>>. Use it wisely! The fate of humanity depends on you!

The fate of humanity? A minute ago, I’d been promised I was going to understand the language of angels. Now the whole fate of humanity rested on my shoulders?

This is insane, I told myself. It’s a prank. All of this is some big prank. One of the guys from the software company tracked me down, and they’re using me as a guinea pig to test some new hot shit VR technology. This girl’s probably in on it…

“Jaxon?” Fliss’s voice came out strangled. “Holy shit, look!”

I looked. Fliss was pointing at the Archon Tablet—or what was left of it.

The stone slab had been cracked right down the middle. On one side of the crack, the Archon Tablet had been burnt as black as coal, scorched so hard that the symbols carved into its surface had simply melted away. A strange, angular symbol I’d never seen before lay in their place, carved across the center of the burnt half. Smoke poured from its edge.

The other side of the crack was as white as a giant piece of chalk. An emblem of a crown, carved in gold, was the only thing that marred the purity of its surface. It looked so bright and pure that just touching it might cause it to flake away like soap.

That… was not a prank. Even if someone from my old life managed to track me down and install some contact lens-sized VR module, this just wasn’t possible. So what was it?

Was Fliss right!?

The brunette whirled on me. “Jaxon, what happened to you?” she asked, trying to look at me and the slab and the fused together pair of pendants all at once. “That storm of color—that was so incredible! And you were in the center of all of it!” She turned to the stone slab. “Did you read the symbols before they disappeared? Did you understand them?”

I was about to tell her I didn’t understand a fucking thing. But before I could, her lips peeled back and her face filled with utter horror.

“Oh God!” she cried, pointing at me.

No, not at me.

Over my shoulder.

At the pair of things standing in the doorway.
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This isn’t happening, I told myself. This can’t be real…

The two figures in the doorway begged to differ.

They stepped out of the hallway with malicious smiles, standing apart from each other as they approached. One of them was short and hairy, like someone took that creature from Lord of the Rings and gave him a gym membership and some anabolic steroids. His skin was pink and covered in coarse fur, and his face made the Elephant Man look like a male model. Long claws extended from his fingers, and he moved in a strange stutter-step as he crossed the carpet, almost like a crab.

The second figure couldn’t have been more different. He was tall and statuesque—and by that, I mean he literally looked like a fucking statue. His skin was gray, with a face like a Renaissance sculpture and a sleek white toga covering his body. If I’d been forced to wager, I’d have said he could take the hairy guy in an arm wrestling match, but it would be a close bout whichever way the chips fell.

“Oh my gawd,” Fliss whimpered, hiding behind me. “What the hell are those things!?”

“Stay behind me,” I told the brunette. “I’ve got this!”

I didn’t know how I was going to stop these two intruders. But I knew that my duty as a man was to protect this woman. With my life, if the need arose.

The statue man turned to the hairy guy with a sneer. “I should have assumed you would be here,” he said, every word radiating disgust. “Scavenger.”

The hairy man chortled. “I got here first, halo-hugger!” the creature replied. “You’re the one who’s late to the party! I was in the building before this guy’s Archon Stone shattered!”

The Archon Stone? The way the creature talked about it, it sounded like there was more than one. But Fliss said there was only one relic like this, right?

The gray man used his height to peer over all of our heads. “The Stone is indeed cloven,” he said, his tone like he was gargling gravel. “The signs have been fulfilled, imp. Now step aside, hellspawn. This one is not for you!”

“Over my dead body, cherub!” the imp shot back.

Cherub? Imp?

Who the hell were these people?

“Jaxon, I’m scared,” Fliss whispered behind me. “When we activated the pendants, I didn’t think… I had no idea this would happen!”

“It’s okay, babe,” I assured the brunette. “I’m figuring this out.”

Was I? More words flickered at the bottom of my vision, though they weren’t clear enough for me to understand them. Whatever had seized control of me when I activated the Archon Tablet was certainly doing something.

Whether it would finish before one or both of these creatures decided it was time for some violence, I had no idea.

Meanwhile, neither creature seemed to consider me a threat. The gray skinned man loomed over the imp, a cruel sneer etched into his frozen face. The imp pranced from foot to foot, flashing his claws as he insulted the taller man’s parentage, choice of profession, and the size of his genitals.

The gray man shook his head. “Very well,” he grunted, reaching behind his back. “Prepare to be smote, oh servant of the pit…!”

Two things happened at once.

The first is that the gray man pulled a freaking flaming sword from behind his toga. A sword that hadn’t been there a moment ago, and it glowed with a light like iron in the forge.

The second was that the gray man suddenly had wings.

Golden, glowing wings erupted from his shoulder blades, extending five feet on either side of his body. The impression had been strong before—now, between the wings and the toga, the comparison was undeniable.

“Angel,” I whispered, awestruck. “It’s an angel…”

Good God. Fliss was right!

“Choke on it, choir boy!” The imp’s eyes turned black, his muscles bulging. “The baernan comes with me! Get in my way, and I’ll leave your heavenly entrails dangling on the floor!”

The what? The imp grunted when he said that unfamiliar word; it came out like a growl. There was something guttural in it, like an Old English swear word. At the same time, it sounded damnably familiar. Yet another thing I felt I could almost touch if I concentrated hard enough.

“Bah! Away with you!”

The angel swung his flaming sword. The imp ducked beneath it, dancing out of the reach of the blade. “Is that all you’ve got, featherweight?” the creature growled. “My decrepit uncle Mortisimus hit me harder than you!”

Fliss backed up, taking shelter behind the opened glass case. “Jaxon!” she cried, gesturing at me with her hand. “Come on! We’ve got to get out of here!”

I shook my head. Running felt… wrong. I knew it was the smart thing to do, but there was something about it that made my entire brain rebel. I couldn’t back down from this fight—not yet, anyway.

The imp leapt over the angel’s next sword swing. This time the creature leapt right onto the taller being’s back, reaching for its golden wings. “C’mere!”

“Ugh!” the angel roared. “Your foul touch stains me! It will take weeks of purification to get your filth out of my garment!”

I blinked. The words at the bottom of my vision were beginning to coalesce, forming into more than mere distortion.

World Calibration Complete! The message read. You have unlocked one (1) first-tier Powermancer skill!

Would you like to select a skill, or allow the Archon System to do it for you? (Y/N)

What!? My mind swam. I could select abilities? What kind of abilities?

The angel grabbed the imp off of his back and tossed the smaller creature across the room. The imp struck the wall with a hollow thump and flopped to the floor, stunned. Either the creature was too hurt to get back up, or it was playing dead and waiting for an opportunity to strike.

Satisfied, the angel turned to me. “Better. Now, baernan, your destiny lies with me…”

I blinked rapidly. How the fuck was I supposed to select an ability?

As the angel started forward, the words at the bottom of my vision changed.

Automatic Leveling Selected! You have learned <<AETHER BLADES>>, a first-level <<POWERMANCER>> skill.

Call upon the word of power AETHERIUM to activate your new ability!

I read the words as the angel approached. Its cruel smirk deepened as it lifted the flaming sword over its head, grabbing the hilt with both hands.

“Do not fear,” the creature said, its solemn tone like that of a benediction. “As soon as a mortal’s eyes close for the last time in this world, they open for the first time in the next…”

That didn’t sound like an outcome I wanted. As the angel prepared to strike, I threw up both hands and shouted the word written in glowing letters at the bottom of my vision.

“Aetherium!”

The angel froze, but it was already too late.

Shards of glittering ruby light erupted from my palms, shaped like splinters. They flew like shurikens from my wrists, striking the angel’s chest and face like pieces of shrapnel. I couldn’t aim them for shit, but at this distance, I didn’t need to aim: just throw up my hands and scream as loud as I could.

The angel roared with anger.

“Unholy abomination!” the creature bellowed, backing up a step. “Your feeble powers will not save you—”

It was as far as the angel got. The imp, who had indeed been lying on the floor waiting for the right moment to attack, chose the angel’s distress as the perfect time to strike. He launched himself at the gray giant, battering his face with a flurry of bites and claw attacks.

I watched, amazed, as the holy sentinel was forced backwards by the fiendish beast. The pair grappled, trading blows as the angel fought to dislodge the imp from his heavenly face. But the imp wasn’t going anywhere.

Suddenly Fliss grabbed my wrist.

Her eyes were wild with excitement: but not, as I would realize later, with surprise. At least not the level of surprise you’d expect from a turn of events like this.

“Hit them again!” she cried, gesturing at the pair of supernatural creatures locked in combat. “Both of them! Use your powers, Jaxon!”

My powers. I had powers.

Throwing up my arms, I aimed one palm at the imp and another at the angel. “Aetherium!”

Another shower of red shards fired from my hands. They glowed as they flew across the museum, so hot that they sizzled the air itself as they passed.

Neither the angel nor the imp saw them coming. A dozen thick needles of ruby light punctured the back of the imp’s head, pushing right through its face and puncturing the angel’s forehead. The back of the imp’s skull looked like a pincushion, and both of the creatures were instantly blinded by the force of the hit.

Something tugged at the back of my mind. Wasn’t there something else I could do…?

It came to me like a long-forgotten memory. Grinning, I lifted both hands over my head and clapped them together, hitting one palm against the other with all of my might.

As the sound rang out through the room, the spikes glowed white-hot.

Then they exploded.

They burst with such force and fury that I was thrown from my feet, sent backwards by a shockwave of pure power. Both I and Fliss were flung across the room like ragdolls. Something hard slammed my shoulder with a cracking sound, and I realized I’d hit the glass case that until  a few minutes ago had shielded the stone slab of the Archon Tablet. A piece of it fragmented and cut my shoulder, but the wound wasn’t deep. Just a scratch.

As the smoke cleared, there was no sign of the angel or the imp. Only two piles of dust sitting on the museum floor—one the pale white of flour, the other the cold gray of ashes.

Holy shit, I thought, swaying on my feet. I obliterated them. Those exploding shards of light turned both of them to dust…

Glyphs flashed at the bottom of my vision. I could tell from the pressure in my head that my ‘Archon System’ had gained some experience, but I couldn’t make heads or tails of what it was trying to tell me. After a few moments the glyphs faded, and the pressure released.

I wondered what the fuck I’d done. Through my shock, I made a mental note to figure out how to turn this ‘Archon System’ off and on whenever I needed it.

I ran my hands over my body, making sure I was okay. I didn’t seem injured—a minor miracle. I’d just taken on two creatures that weren’t human, won, and managed to get out with barely a scratch. That was incredible.

Fliss!

I turned. The brunette lay supine behind the stone slab, looking dazed but unhurt. She’d been knocked to the floor by the force of the blast, and had bounced off the plaster wall behind the stone slab. A little dent in the wall showed where she hit her shoulder.

I leaned over Fliss, checking her for any serious wounds. She looked okay.

“Are you alright?” I asked. There was dirt in her hair and on her face, so I brushed it away. Her big brown eyes opened when I did. They were glassy at first, but she quickly recovered.

“Jaxon?” she asked, sounding like she couldn’t quite remember how she’d ended up on the floor. “What in the world…?”

I helped her up. An alarm rang somewhere in the building, but neither of us paid any attention to it. Anyone who’d been in the Traverse Museum was gone now for sure, frightened away by all the fireworks.

She looked around, confused, and then she saw the two piles of ashes on the floor. I watched as it clicked for her, and all her memories came rushing back. Fliss’s jaw dropped, and I swear she looked a little turned on.

“It’s true,” she whispered, leaning on me to stay upright. “Oh my God, it’s all true!”

“You feeling okay?” I asked. I could tell she was excited, but her health was my top priority. “You hit the wall pretty hard there when all that stuff exploded. Any dizziness, blurred vision? Hallucinations of angels and demons?”

Fliss turned to me, grinning like a fool. “I’m shaken up,” she admitted, “but fuck it—that doesn’t matter. Jaxon, this is incredible!”

It was certainly something. I was still trying to process all of it. I was glad that I’d saved Fliss, of course, and that I’d managed to protect myself from those things that had wanted to either capture or kill me. But there was a deep ball of unease in my gut. Something told me this was far, far from over.

“All those bedtime stories,” Fliss murmured. “Every tale Dad told me about angels, demons, and the Bellum Aeternum. All of them were real!” She took a step backwards, amazed. “This is the greatest moment of my life! This is one of the most important discoveries in human history!”

Something she’d said echoed in the back of my brain. “That was the name of the painting,” I said, pointing at the other side of the museum. “The one you showed me when we first got here. With the angels and the demons duking it out over that big, ancient city.”

Fliss nodded. “Exactly. This is a war that’s been going on for a long, long time. You’re just the latest combatant, Jaxon.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about being a combatant. I’d never been much of a soldier, even if I’d found it important to start keeping myself in shape over the last few years. If it came down to a combat situation, I wasn’t sure I could pull the trigger.

Except you already did, didn’t you? My gaze traveled to those two piles of dust and ashes on the carpet. Those piles had once been an angel and a demon—creatures out of mankind’s fondest dreams and darkest nightmares. And I’d…what?

Smote them? Like some sort of Old Norse God?

“These two are just the forerunners,” Fliss was babbling. “Now that the Tablet has been read and they know there’s a human who did that, more will start coming. Just a few at first, in small groups like the one that tried to take us down. But the longer you have those powers, and the more you use them, the more the Gates will open. Oh God, the Gates!”

I only understood about a third of what Fliss was saying. “What gates?”

She looked at me like I’d missed an incredibly important step.

“The Gates of Heaven and Hell,” she said.
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“You’re not kidding, are you?”

Fliss looked as serious as a heart attack. An alarm continued to ring somewhere in the museum, filling the air with a shrill, rhythmic chirping. Now a light in the hallway started to pulse, as bright as a paparazzi’s flashbulb. It beat fast, but my heartbeat was faster.

“Jaxon, you just killed an angel,” Fliss said, gesturing at the piles of dust on the floor. “And a demon! I mean, they were fighting each other, which gave you an opportunity to take out both of them in one fell swoop, but still, that’s not something an ordinary mortal could do.”

An angel? Holy shit.

The demon I was mostly okay with. I’d been told from a young age to never judge people on their appearances, but that imp was a fucked-up looking motherfucker. If I hadn’t taken him out, there was no doubt in my mind he would have done something awful to me and Fliss. Killing him had been self-defense, I’d decided, which didn’t exactly make it right but made it understandable.

But an angel?

Weren’t they supposed to be, you know, holy? The good guys?

Except that one had tried to kill me with a flaming sword.

That was self-defense too, right?

I couldn’t think about it right now. That alarm was beginning to worm its way into my eardrums, making me feel like blood was about to start pouring out of my ears. It wouldn’t be long before the fire department got here, responding to the alarm and all the smoke.

That’s if the cops didn’t beat them to the punch. How the hell were we going to explain breaking into one of the museum’s exhibits? Could Fliss explain it all away, using her status as one of the museum’s employees to throw them off the trail?

Fliss was thinking along the same lines. “We need to get out of here,” she said, taking me by the hand.

“Couldn’t agree more,” I told her. “Let’s blow this popsicle stand. I’ve got a tailgate and a six-pack back at the campground with your name on it…”

But Fliss was already shaking her head. “It won’t be safe,” she said, sounding so matter-of-fact that it threw me off guard. “There’s nothing to stop them from finding us now. Not as long as you’re holding the power.”

Holding the power? Was there a way I could un-hold it, then?

I was tempted to ask Fliss if that was possible. But part of me—most of me, if I was being honest with myself—didn’t want to let this new ability go.

For one thing, this weird-ass VR thing had just saved our lives. The Aether Blades, whatever they really were, proved powerful enough to stop both the intruders who’d broken into the museum from killing or capturing Fliss and me. Only an idiot would willingly relinquish the thing that kept him safe.

But it went deeper than that. When I’d seen those strange symbols flash at the bottom of my vision, the ones I couldn’t translate, I’d felt something. They tugged at the back of my mind, and for the third time since I’d come to the Traverse Museum, I felt like I was looking at something I’d seen in a dream a long, long time ago.

Maybe all of this wasn’t as big of a coincidence as Fliss made it out to be. Maybe she was right—maybe this was fate.

Fliss’s voice snapped me back to the present moment. “I know somewhere we can hide,” she was saying. “A place of refuge—my father showed it to me when I was young. He built it to conduct some of his experiments into the occult, and it should be shielded against supernatural forces. At least I hope it is.”

Experiments? Into the occult? I guess the apple doesn’t fall all that far from the tree, I thought. Fliss must have been born a little bit crazy.

But then again, were you still crazy when it turned out you were right?

She led me to a door in the rear of the museum, which opened onto a maintenance hallway. The flashes from the alarm light were even brighter in here, though the piercing shriek the alarm made was muffled by the thick, concrete walls. Fliss hustled me past half-finished exhibits and dusty old filing cabinets, until we exited through another door and found ourselves at the parking lot behind the main building.

The world looked… normal. Shockingly so. Cars drove up and down the highway, and the skyline of greater Traverse looked the same as it had since I’d gotten here. It seemed strange that everything should look the same when my whole world had just been blown wide open.

“My car’s right over here,” Fliss said, moving without waiting for me to catch up. “We need to get out of here before the cops arrive. They wouldn’t arrest us, but they’d definitely keep us in custody for a while. We’d be sitting ducks for whoever comes through the gates next—”

“Woah, woah, woah,” I said, holding up my hands. “We’re taking my truck.”

Fliss stopped, cocking an eyebrow. “You’re really going to fight about this?”

I snorted. “Damn right. My truck’s reliable—I don’t know the first thing about your car. You even got a full tank of gas?”

“I… don’t know, actually,” Fliss admitted, looking flustered.

I nodded. “If we’re gonna get in an OJ-style car chase with a couple of demons, I want to be behind the wheel of something with some horses. Something that can give them a run for their money.” I gestured at the side of the building. “We take my truck.”

Fliss looked like she wanted to argue. But there wasn’t time, and deep down, she knew I was right. “Fine,” she said. “We’ll do it your way.”

We raced around the side of the building. My truck was sitting right where I’d parked it, as if I hadn’t just gained magical powers and killed representatives of both of the major afterlife locales in self-defense. We pulled out of the parking lot just in time. As we sped down the highway, heading into the city, a pair of police cars with their sirens on passed us in the other direction. My last glimpse of them was watching them pull into the museum’s parking lot.

“That was close,” I grunted, turning my attention from the rear view mirror to the road. “What do you think they’re going to make of all that?”

Fliss wasn’t sure. “Someone broke in and defaced one of the museum’s exhibits,” she said. “We’re just lucky there weren’t cameras. Although seeing video evidence of angels and demons would make quite the viral video…”

Yeah. It was a good thing none of that had been caught on camera.

I wanted to head back to the campground, but Fliss guided me further into the city. “The place of refuge is near the train station,” she explained, gripping the bar hanging from the side above the door as the truck rolled to a stop at a red light. “We’ll want to get there before sunset, if at all possible. After dark, it becomes easier for demons to sneak through the city unnoticed.”

“When we get to this ‘place of refuge,’ I’m going to want you to explain to me how the hell it is you know that.”

“Don’t worry,” Fliss said with a grin. “I will. And I haven’t forgotten your promise to kiss me some more, either.”

I felt like doing more than that. Yes, Fliss was as crazy as a bag of snakes, but we’d just survived a near-death situation. And I really did dig her, in a way I hadn’t dug a woman in a very long time. Though all of this was totally crazy, I found I was enjoying her company.

Plus, she was cute as a fucking button.

After a brush with mortality, a guy wanting to live a little wasn’t such a crazy thing. Right?

We took another few turns, driving through the city center. None of those strange, glowing words appeared in my vision as I navigated the truck past the courthouse and through the business district, where the buildings were tall enough to give Spiderman something to swing off of. The uncanny feeling that I’d seen all this before only grew stronger, though.

Why did I feel like I’d dreamed all this? Like I’d been given a sneak preview of it years ago, and now the dress rehearsal was over and I was living the real thing? It was the damndest feeling. Really.

“Turn right here,” Fliss said, her fingers grazing the wheel as she leaned over. “Into the parking lot. It’s right past that next building…”

I pulled the truck around—and froze.

I knew this place.

I’d never been here before in my life. But the feeling of deja vu I’d been nursing since the attack at the museum had never been stronger. It was so powerful that it threatened to overwhelm me, ripping away my senses.

Standing in the beam of my truck’s headlights was an old subway station. I’d read about the subway system when I first arrived in Traverse—it had been state of the art back in the 70’s and 80’s, but the main line closed after a series of floods and other accidents made the subterranean transit system no longer profitable. Most of the tunnels were closed off, filled up with gravel or dirt to ensure no random sinkholes popped up in the middle of the city.

I assumed this subway station was the same. A set of steps led down into the earth, where there was probably a sheer rock wall a dozen or so feet below ground level. Tons of red and white signs had been printed all over the place, warning passersby that the station was closed and the remains were a dangerous area.

“I know this place,” I muttered, pulling the truck into the nearest parking space. “How the hell do I know this place?”

“Have you visited it before?” Fliss asked, looking over at me from the passenger seat. “I don’t know why you’d come and check out an old, shut down subway station. But I’m not exactly the most normal person myself, so I can understand having some weird hobbies…”

“No,” I said, realization dawning on me. “I’ve never been here before. But this place looks just like Beleth Park.”

“Beleth Park?” Fliss asked. “What’s that?”

I swallowed hard, a knot forming in the pit of my stomach. “It’s where I was found as a baby,” I explained, torn between wanting to explain the whole story to Fliss and never wanting to talk about it at all. “I told you I was adopted, right?”

Fliss blinked. She wore the expression of a woman who realized she’d just stepped on an emotional landmine, and had no easy way of backing off of it.

“You mentioned that,” she admitted, licking her lips. “But you didn’t say much else about it.”

I cleared my throat. “I didn’t know about it until I was a teenager,” I told Fliss. “I was one of the lucky ones. I got adopted as a baby, and I grew up believing the people who raised me were my birth parents. It wasn’t until I did my ninth-grade genetics module that I realized something was wrong. Mom had brown eyes, and Dad’s are blue.” I brushed a lock of hair out of my face, revealing my own set of green eyes. “Zero percent chance they could make a kid with my eye color. The teacher looked like she’d swallowed a bowling ball whole when I figured it out.”

“You must have thought someone cheated,” Fliss said, sounding amazed.

“I didn’t know,” I said with a shrug. “It was the last year my school dared do that module, I can tell you that. Anyway, Mom and Dad came clean after that.”

I saw it in my mind’s eye. The uncomfortable dinner conversation, the promise to explain more that night. Mom and Dad hadn’t had ‘the talk’ at home, instead, we’d driven into the city.

To Beleth Park.

“There was a subway station in town, and that’s where they told me,” I explained, shaking my head. “It’s where someone found me as a baby. I’d been left outside in a basket by my parents, like something out of a fucking fairy tale.” No matter how many times I told the story, I never managed to avoid grimacing when I thought of that part. “I nearly froze to death. If some Good Samaritan hadn’t stumbled onto me and brought me to the nearest police station, I might have…”

I trailed off. Fliss leaned over and took my hand, giving it a squeeze.

“I’m glad they did,” she said, looking me in the eye. “And not just because of the pendant.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “That damn pendant is the only thing they found on me. No note. No ‘please take care of my baby, I’m a drug addict’ or ‘I’m being abused’ or anything like that. No explanation. No nothing. Just that gem.”

Both Fliss and I were quiet for a while. “I’m sorry,” she finally whispered. “Really sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “I got found, and I was able to grow up with people who loved me. I wasn’t kidding when I said I’m one of the lucky ones. A lot of kids had it worse.” I looked through the windshield, staring at the remains of the building that had once made up the subway’s entrance station. “I’d almost forgotten about that night at Beleth. But that—” I pointed at the building, “—is the spitting fucking image of the place I got left as a kid. My basket was right in front of those steps.”

“That’s crazy,” Fliss whispered. “They must have been designed by the same architect. Or maybe they all came from the same blueprints, like a kit…”

I was already shaking my head. “I don’t think so. I think this is all a hell of a lot deeper than I ever imagined.” Something knotted in my stomach, and I had a terrifying thought. “Fliss.”

She perked up. “Yes?”

“What’s your birthday?”

She paused for only a moment. “January 20th,” she said. “Right on the border between Capricorn and Aquarius.”

I didn’t know anything about Zodiac signs, but I instantly relaxed.

“March 25th,” I replied, letting out the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “Thank God.”

Her brows furrowed together. “Why do you ask?”

“Because of this.” I held up the fused pendant. “I don’t know who my parents really are, and you’ve got the other half of a mystical piece of jewelry I’ve been carrying my entire life. If this really was some kind of fairy tale, it wouldn’t be out of the question that you might be my long-lost sister or something like that.

Fliss’s jaw dropped. “Like Luke and Leia?” She gasped. “Oh my God, we even kissed too!”

“Right,” I said, relief flooding me. “But we were only born two months apart. We can’t be siblings.”

“Thank God,” Fliss said with a chuckle. “The things I want to do with you are very much not appropriate for family, Jaxon.”

I grinned. I wanted to do those things, too. But first, we needed to get somewhere no more of those winged weirdos could get a hold of us.

We stepped out of the car. Fliss lead, I followed; she seemed to know which way to go. Shadows covered the main subway entrance from the buildings on all sides of us, so tall that they nearly blotted out the sun.

But it was the same place. The same building. I’d never forget the outline of that subway station, not after my parents took me there the day they explained I was adopted. It was burned into my memory, the way most guys would never forget winning the big game or the place where they lost their virginity.

How could it be exactly the same? What did it mean?

I expected us to travel down the main set of stairs, but when we got close to it I saw that it was indeed blocked off from foot travel. The path leading underground had been blocked off and paved over, leaving a sheet of solid asphalt that looked like a vertical strip of road.

“Uh, Fliss?” I asked. “Where the hell are we going?”

She smiled. “This way,” she said, leading me around the side of the building. “Don’t worry, there are still paths that lead underground. You just have to know where to find them.”

Fliss wasn’t joking. After some fiddling around and testing the walls, she found a doorway in the side of the building so narrow that it looked more like some kind of natural rock feature than an opening. The keyhole was so close to the ground that she had to crouch down and fit the key into the lock; it made her skirt ride up her creamy thighs as she knelt on the concrete. I helped her up when she was done.

The door opened, revealing a narrow set of stairs leading into the ground below. A dank smell wafted from the doorway, and the steps were so deep they made me think of something out of a horror movie.

“You ready?”  Fliss asked. “I promise, it’s nicer than it looks. This is mostly just to scare away passersby.”

Passersby? I could hardly imagine. “Fliss,” I asked, looking at the brunette. “What the fuck have I gotten myself into?”

She giggled like I’d just asked the question she’d been waiting to hear all day. “An ancient war,” she said, taking my hand. “One that humans have been on the losing side of for a long, long time. But all of that is about to change, Jaxon. We’re about to be able to fight back! Because of you.” She beamed at me. “God, I’m such a lucky girl!”

Still smiling, she led me down into the darkness.
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Fliss hadn’t been lying about the stairwell’s appearance. A couple dozen feet down, the steps evened out and the tunnel widened, making it much easier to descend. Narrow strips of running lights along both sides kicked on, and the two of us were no longer in total darkness.

Even the musty odor was gone. The path leading beneath the subway station had a clean, antiseptic smell that reminded me of a hospital hallway. The tunnel had tiled walls like an industrial kitchen, and blurry reflections of both Fliss and me followed us down the steps.

“At least nothing’s going to find us down here,” I said, glancing back up at the door we’d come through. With it closed, our entrance was about as camouflaged as it was possible to be. “We’re safe now, right?”

Fliss looked uncertain. “I’m not sure. I’d say we probably can’t relax until we make it all the way to the lab.”

“The lab?” I asked, frowning. “There’s a laboratory all the way down here?”

That didn’t make any sense. The only thing this far beneath the earth were the old Traverse subway tunnels, stretching from one end of the city to the other. If there’d been some kind of research facility connected to this subway station, I’d have found something about it on Google when I did my own digging before picking a campground.

“It was never open to the public,” Fliss explained. “It belonged to my father.”

Huh.

The stairwell led deep into the earth. The steps went down and down, continuing far past the point where I would have thought we’d have made contact with the subway tunnel. I was starting to wonder if we’d ever reach the bottom when the tunnel abruptly ended, turning right before the bottom like the curve at the end of a drinking straw.

At the very bottom was a metallic door with a numeric keypad. Fliss’s ring of keys wouldn’t help her here—only the passcode. A little red light blinked next to the keypad, letting both of us know that it was powered on and active.

“Oh wow,” I muttered, standing back from the door. “This is crazy. How long has all of this been down here?”

“Since I was a kid,” Fliss replied. “Dad was one of the planners for the subway line’s expansion project, right before the whole thing shut down at the tail end of the 1980’s. He managed to divert some of the funds that would have been used for construction into creating this space.” She frowned, a look of foreboding making her forehead wrinkle. “Sometimes I wonder if that flood wasn’t a coincidence.”

I did a double take. “Is that even possible?”

Fliss shrugged. “Dad dabbled in a lot of disciplines. Economics, technology, the occult… he was a great fan of celestial symbolism. Oh, and he was really into the Roman Empire for some reason.”

“He sounds like one heck of a guy,” I said, half-sarcastically.

The quip half flew over Fliss’s head. “He was a jack of all trades,” she said, smiling at me in the keypad’s light. “A lot like you, Jaxon.”

“Right.” I wasn’t a huge fan of being compared to Fliss’s father, even if it was meant as a compliment. When a girl was already this crazy, Daddy issues were the last thing you needed to throw into the mix. “So where’s the code? Hidden under the doormat?”

Fliss snickered. “It’s right here,” she said, tapping the side of her head. “Dad taught it to me the first time he brought me here.”

“I’m guessing it’s a big secret, then.”

“For everyone else, sure,” Fliss said, giving me that crazy smile. “For you, Jaxon, I’ll gladly turn over all of my family’s darkest secrets. The passcode is 0451, entered twice in a row. You can even type it in.”

She stepped to the side, and I did just that. When I hit the enter key, the red light flashed green and a lock somewhere inside the door released with an audible clunk.

“System Shock 2 was my Dad’s favorite video game,” she said, answering a question I hadn’t asked. “He used to tell me he was afraid that the way we were heading, we were going to build SHODAN in real life. Lately, I’ve been wondering if he was right all along.”

I loved a girl who appreciated the classics.

Fliss gripped the handle and opened the door. “Welcome to the Lab,” she said.

As soon as the door opened all the way, a set of lights flashed on inside the room. The space beyond the door was the size of a warehouse, filled with shelves covered with computer equipment. Old computer equipment.

Nothing in the Lab was brand new. It looked like whoever had been responsible for collecting it had stopped somewhere in the early 2000’s, though whoever curated the collection had an impeccable eye for selecting technology that could last. The servers were all battle-tested, and the blocky monitors connected to the main circuits looked like they could have sustained a mortar blast. There were books, too—lots of them, many in languages I didn’t recognize.

It was an extremely strange place.

I liked it immediately. Something about it felt like home.

“It’s been so long since I’ve been down here,” Fliss admitted. “I’m kind of surprised all the lights still work. I think some of the servers are even running!”

They were. One of the monitors near me was outputting a slow, constant stream of scrolling data. I couldn’t make heads or tails of it—for all I knew, it could have been a screen saver inspired by The Matrix.

“They’re doing something,” I muttered. “Did your father ever tell you what all these computers were for?”

Fliss gave me an odd grin. “Have you ever read Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy? The part about the aliens who set up a supercomputer to calculate the answer to the Ultimate Question, only to find it’s something completely nonsensical?”

“It was ‘42’, I think,” I shot back. “Shit, I haven’t read those since middle school.”

“That—” Fliss gestured at the bank of 90’s-style computers, “—was my Dad’s attempt at doing it for real. Is, I suppose, since the experiment is still running. Maybe it’ll actually output something one of these days…”

I watched the screen for a while, half-expecting it to suddenly reload and show me its solution. What kind of answer to Life, the Universe and Everything could a bunch of old Windows servers from the 1990’s come up with?

“I’m assuming you didn’t bring me down here to show me this,” I said, gesturing at the shelves.

Fliss shook her head. “This laboratory is warded. There’s a circle of salt around it, embedded into the walls, along with about two dozen other ways to repel magical creatures and demons of all sorts. Dad was a big believer in the Bellum Aeternum.”

“The one in that painting?”

Fliss nodded. “He knew that researching the Eternal War between angels and demons brings their attention. It’s no different than gossiping about someone and discovering they’ve just walked into the room and heard what you were saying.”

“Except a hell of a lot more dangerous, I’d wager.”

“There is that.” Fliss blushed. “The wards should render us invisible to the eyes of angel and demon alike, so any early birds who slip through the Gates shouldn’t be able to find us. We’ll be safe here. As safe as two mortals can be, now that the Archon Tablet has been activated.”

Safe? I doubted anywhere in the world was truly safe from the creatures we’d encountered at the museum. But I certainly did feel a little bit more secure down here, insulated from the troubles of the real world. How far beneath the ground were we right now? A hundred feet? Two?

“You seem to know a hell of a lot about this,” I said, amazed. I brushed a thick glaze of dust off of a bookshelf against one of the walls and pulled out a thick tome, scanning the cover. A mass of unintelligible runes were printed on the front, and the binding appeared to be made from some kind of horn-like material. It was strong, but brittle to the touch, and the creepy feeling it sent through me made me put the book back. “Way more than you implied back at the museum.”

To her credit, she didn’t bother denying it. “It’s true,” Fliss said. “I’ve studied the Bellum Aeternum, like my father. It was practically my secret third major when I was in college. The endless war between angels and demons, fought since the dawn of time. The foundation of symbols like the Yin-Yang—darkness and light attempting to wipe each other out, striking a perfect balance in the process. A stasis in which higher beings—human beings—were able to thrive.”

“You’re saying this has gone on for all of human history?” I asked. It sounded too insane to be true.

Fliss pulled out a chair and settled down, then invited me to do the same. “We’re going to be here for a while,” she said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “You might as well sit down. I’ll tell you all about it.”

I looked down at the chair. Sitting sounded good, but something about Fliss’s words put me on edge. “What do you mean, a while?”

A guilty look flickered across her face. “Now that the Archon Tablet has been activated—and destroyed in the process, which I was not expecting, by the way, everything is going to change. The veil that separates the mortal realm from Heaven and Hell will grow thinner and thinner, until the Gates are fully open. Only a few angels and demons will slip through at first, but soon, it will be thousands.”

I swallowed hard. One representative from each side had been dangerous enough.

“What happens then?” I asked.

Fliss’s face was grave. “The war that’s been happening behind humanity’s back for thousands of years will finally move out into the open,” she said. “It’s our big chance, Jaxon. Our destiny. The only opportunity humanity will ever have to be truly free!”

I blinked. Fliss’s words were so weird—some things she said made perfect sense to me, while others were definite tinfoil hat territory. If I hadn’t seen the angel and the demon with my own eyes and brought them down with the strange power that filled me when I cracked the Archon Tablet, I’d never have believed a word of it.

“I don’t see how any of this brings freedom,” I shot back. “Having angels and demons rampage through the human world sounds a lot like Hell to me.”

“That’s only if the infernal side wins,” Fliss said with a chuckle.

I stared at her.

“Sorry,” she added, her smile fading. “Just a joke.”

“Fliss,” I asked, my tone filled with dread. “Did we just cause the end of the world?”

The brunette leaned forward and took me by the hand. “Not at all,” she whispered. “I know you don’t understand this yet, Jaxon. Probably you won’t begin to grasp it until you gain full access to your powers and start using them to help people. But we’ve just given the world its first chance to be saved.”

I thought I was beginning to pick up what Fliss was putting down. This endless war between angels and demons—it wasn’t just a carefully concealed secret. It was holding humanity back. Something about it was restricting our development, keeping us from reaching our full potential.

What about my powers? The blades I summoned and the weird runes that kept showing up in my vision? Were those the powers that all of humanity was supposed to have, if the war weren’t ruining everything? Would we be living in some golden age if the angels and the demons both had their boots and their hooves removed from humanity’s neck?

Fliss answered for me before I could ask. “This power is your birthright,” she explained. “It’s everyone’s birthright. The fact that one of the only methods of accessing it was locked inside the Archon Tablet is a crime. And locking away humanity’s potential is the only thing both Heaven and Hell agree on.” She paused. “Do you know why?”

I shook my head. “I can’t imagine.”

A fierce look lit up the brunette’s face. “It’s because we’re better than them, Jaxon. My father and I have both read the ancient tracts—in the days before recorded history, human beings ruled this planet. We made both angels and demons our slaves. We used them to build cities the likes of which the world has never seen since—cities with names like Atlantis. Mu. Ys. Human beings commanded great and powerful magic, and the beings that now fight over our world once ran in fright from us. We were feared, Jaxon. We were free. And we can be free again.”

“You’re saying…” I almost didn’t want to say it out loud. “That human beings are stronger than both angels and demons?”

Fliss grinned. “Aren’t you proof positive of that?” she asked, giving me a little tap on the shoulder. “You took those two who showed up at the museum out like it was nothing at all.”

I wouldn’t have said it was nothing. But Fliss had a point. This ‘Archon System’ I’d been given; it was powerful. Crazy powerful.

I only wished activating it hadn’t cracked the very stone it had been hidden inside of.

Suddenly I had the urge to stand up and walk around. “I think I’m going to try and access my powers,” I told Fliss, feeling like I’d just thought of the idea. “Just in case something does manage to make its way down here. You don’t mind, do you?”

“Mind!?” Fliss looked like I’d grown a second head. “Jaxon, your powers are the single most important discovery to be made in the history of humanity. I would be scandalized if you didn’t practice with your new abilities!”

That settled that, then.

As Fliss talked, I walked into the center of the laboratory. Fliss’s father must have anticipated someone like me showing up sooner or later: the middle of the space was completely empty, and someone had etched a circular design almost like a sumo ring in the center of the concrete floor. I sensed that as long as I stayed inside of it, I’d avoid damaging anything essential.

“Aetherium!” I cried, throwing out my hands. I felt a stirring in the back of my mind, but no blades emerged from between my fingers. I’d just have to keep trying.

While I did, Fliss watched me. It felt strange to have her eyes on me as I practiced; not in the least because I could practically feel how turned on she was seeing me fulfill my potential. She’d had one hell of a crush on me before I became the conduit for learning about the next phase in human evolution; now she was practically obsessed. She crossed one leg over the other as I pushed myself through a series of lunges and squats I used as a makeshift exercise routine whenever the campground I was staying at didn’t have a gym. I figured getting my blood pumping would probably help me access my powers; even if it didn’t, it felt good.

With a growl, I shot my hands out once more. “Aetherium!”

“You asked me if we’d have to stay down here for a while,” Fliss said, her eyes tracking me as I moved in a circle around the room. “For now, I think it’s best that we remain in the laboratory, where it’s safe.”

“Safe?” I asked. Sweat was pouring down my face as I worked. “The Gates of Hell are starting to open. Nowhere is safe.”

“But things will likely blow over in Traverse,” Fliss responded with a nod. “When that demon and that angel fail to report back to their respective realms, there will undoubtedly be more creatures sent to investigate. If they search the city and fail to find us, they’ll assume we went on the run.” She frowned. “Obviously we’ll have to hide your truck.”

I wasn’t worried about that. “How long?” I asked.

Fliss’s frown deepened. “There are some people I’d like to get into contact with—old friends of my father’s,” she hastened to add. “They should be able to help us. They’re heavily involved in the cult and the Bellum Aeternum, though only in an observatory capacity. Since you’re still not able to fully access your powers—”

A blast of light filled the warehouse. Six-inch spikes of glowing red energy poked through the spaces between my fingers.

“—oh, wow!” Fliss looked even more impressed than she had the first time she’d seen me access my abilities. “That’s fantastic, Jaxon. Do you think you could summon those things at will?”

“They’re called ‘Aether Blades’,” I said, the words I’d seen in my vision flashing in the back of my mind. “And yeah, I think I can. Actually, I think there’s even more stuff I could do with them…”

The longer I looked at the glittering shards, the more I began to realize that they weren’t really shards at all. They were pure energy, shapeable to my will. I closed my eyes and concentrated, reaching for the same mental tug that I’d used to summon the blades, exercising muscles I couldn’t have named if I’d tried.

There was no sound to mark the spell changing. Fliss’s gasp was the only clue that I’d done something new. When I opened my eyes, a pale wall of the same glittering red energy surrounded me like a cape.

It’s a shield, I thought, my jaw dropping open. Offense and defense. Shit, I might really be able to hold my own against angels and demons after all…

“That’s… that’s unheard of!” Fliss’s face was shock personified. “Jaxon, how did you do that?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted, turning the cape back into a series of glittering knives between my fingers. “It just felt… I don’t know, right. Somehow.”

Fliss slowly nodded. “I probably lack the experience to describe it,” she said, an oddly bitter look spreading across her face. “What a pity.”

I wasn’t fully listening. I’d just been thinking that if I had enough of those Aether Blades to summon, I could shape their energy into a full suit of glowing battle armor. Like something out of Warhammer 40K. How freaking cool would that be?

“I’m sorry?” I asked. “I’m not following you.”

“The power of the Archon Tablet was apparently only meant for one person,” Fliss said, her bitterness deepening. I could tell she was trying her best to hide it, but she was awfully disappointed. “I thought that once the tablet was translated, that any human capable of reading the angelic language would be granted powers similar to yours. That it could be the key to creating an entire army of advanced humans. A fighting force capable of pushing back against both angels and demons alike.”

I thought about that. “That would be cool,” I said. Something the angel mentioned back at the museum had just occurred to me. “I don’t think that was the only Archon Tablet, though.”

“Pardon?” Fliss blinked. “There’s only one Archon Tablet, Jaxon. An ancient relic that it took a great deal of effort to secure for the Traverse Museum’s collection.” A wistful smile crossed her face. “If there was more than one Tablet to begin with, all of this would have been much easier…”

I thought she was wrong about that. But before I could tell her, more words began flashing at the bottom of my vision.

I must not have reacted to them very strongly. Fliss kept on talking, never noticing the change that was coming over me.

“I never expected using the Tablet would destroy it,” Fliss said, pacing back and forth across the room. “And to do it in such a shocking way! That huge cleft in the rock, with the angelic symbols on one side and the demonic ones on the other. It’s almost as if the method of the Tablet’s destruction was something agreed upon between Heaven and Hell ahead of time. Though I can’t imagine how that would work…”

“Uh huh,” I muttered. I probably should have been paying more attention to her, but the words at the bottom of my field of vision took priority.

Archon System Upgrade Ready! It said, flashing like a computer screen telling me my system was in need of an update. As a Level Two <<Powermancer>>, you have one <<Ability Point>> to spend. Please select an Ability to Unlock.

But there weren’t any abilities under the words.

Apparently there was something I needed to do in order to access the Archon System more directly—something that I was currently failing to realize. But as interesting as that was, something else interested me even more.

The Archon System had put a little glowing light on top of Fliss’s head.

It looked like a tiny hurricane suspended in mid-air, circling around the empty space above her skull in a tiny storm of lightning bolts and hailstones. Above it were a set of tiny printed words, which expanded as if viewed beneath a magnifying glass when I peered directly at them.

Spend 1 Ability Point to <<BRAND>> this human, it read. Bestowing a <<BRAND>> gives a sentient being access to the Archon System. If the <<BRAND>> process is unsuccessful, the Ability Point will be refunded.

I read it, then read it again. Fliss continued ranting about ancient societies and the Archon Tablet, but I wasn’t listening at all now.

Brand her, I thought, frowning at the violent choice of words. To give her access to the Archon System.

Would ‘branding’ Fliss give her the same powers that I had?

I decided I needed to try. Worst case scenario, I’d get the Ability Point back, and then Fliss and I could work on finding a way to access the higher functions of this thing that was inside my head. Best case…

Best case, Fliss was going to get exactly what she was asking for.

“Fliss,” I said, cutting her off. “Hold still.”

The brunette froze. “What?” she asked, her brows furrowing together. “Oh crap, is there something on me—?”

<<BRAND>> target? Y/N.

I blinked at the word Y, putting all of my will behind the gesture.

And changed Fliss’s life forever.
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<<BRAND>> Process Activated!

My hands were jerked out in front of me as if they’d been seized in an invisible fist. A blast of red light shot from between my open palms, streaking up and across the room in a glowing crescent. Fliss had just enough time to let out a strangled scream before the crescent-shaped beam struck her square in the chest, lighting her up like a pile of kindling in the middle of a forest fire.

Then she was floating.

Her legs left the ground, her body levitating right in the middle of the laboratory. Tendrils of red light encircled her from head to toe, wriggling like the tentacles of an unseen eldritch god as she arched her back and let out a cry high-pitched enough to break glass.

Oh my God, I thought, panic filling me. I’m going to kill her!

“Fliss!?” I gasped, staring at her. “Fliss, are you okay? Can you hear me?”

She couldn’t. The energy blast became a tube stretching from the floor all the way to the ceiling, and every bit of it wrapped around Fliss like a second skin. I could see the walls of energy grinding against her, as if the walls of the thing I’d created wanted to turn her to dust. Through it all, Fliss cried out with a voice like nothing I’d ever heard before.

Abort! I screamed inside my mind, hoping the Archon System would hear. Stop! I don’t want this!

The Archon System didn’t listen.

Fuck! This was terrible!

I shot forward, running to Fliss. The energy that had been pouring out of my hands had migrated to my chest, forming a thick band that connected me to the conflagration covering the brunette. It burned like a live wire, filling the warehouse with a brilliant red light.

I could have been imagining it, but I thought I saw other colors moving inside of that red whenever I moved. Colors that didn’t exist in nature; colors that made no earthly sense.

I ignored them. Fliss was all that mattered.

When I reached the cylinder of energy I thrust my hands into it, reaching for Fliss’s legs. Waves of the stuff sizzled over my arms and chest, filling me with the strangest fucking sensation I’d ever experienced: it was like sinking into a warm bath full of some thick, pudding-like substance. The feeling wasn’t unpleasant, but I didn’t particularly care for it, either.

“Fliss! Hang on! I’m getting you out of there…!”

I tugged on her leg, but she refused to move. Whatever I’d unleashed by selecting that option in the Archon System, there was no way for me to take it back now. The only way Fliss was going to be released from that glowing tangle of tendrils was when the System’s work was done.

Frustrated, I stepped back. My hands balled into fists, and I tried to summon the Aether Blades. They refused to come when I called. Maybe I was already burning too much energy with whatever this branding thing was.

As I watched, the knot of tendrils around Fliss began to darken. They lowered her to the ground and let her go, though the beam of energy connecting me to her was still there, and still thick. Pulses of energy shot through it, each one making the whole beam light up. The pulses moved like a heartbeat, rolling from one end of the beam to the other.

“Stop it!” I commanded, yelling at the System. “Exit! Cancel! Sudo kill branding!”

Nothing worked. Fliss knelt on the carpet near one of the computer desks, her whole body writhing like she was in the midst of a seizure. Her back was arched, and a sheen of sweat covered her face and collar.

“Fliss, talk to me!” I tried to grab her and haul her away from the beam. “Shit, I’m so fucking sorry! I don’t know how to make it stop!”

One of her eyes opened a crack. The other one was rolled all the way back in her head; her tongue pointed in that same direction, lolling from the side of her mouth.

“Don’t… stop…” the brunette gasped.

I missed a step. What!?

“Fliss, what are you saying?” I asked, looking around for something to use to pry her out of the energy beam.

Fliss arched her back even harder, quivering beneath each pulse of the beam. They were getting faster and hotter now, and as I watched, I began to realize something impossible.

She wasn’t writhing in pain.

“Don’t make it stop,” Fliss managed to whimper. “I… I love it…!”

Holy shit, I thought, frozen in my tracks. Holy fucking shit…

I’d made enough women cum in my life to know what it looked like. That wave of energy wasn’t hurting Fliss. It was getting her off.

Getting her off hard, from the looks of things.

“Fliss, I’ve got to get you out of there,” I said, holding up my hands. “I don’t care how good it feels—there’s no telling what this shit might be doing to you!”

I could only imagine the possibilities. I pictured that glowing red fire cutting a path of destruction through Fliss’s body, setting all her neurons on fire as her pleasure center burnt itself out. Sure, it felt good. But what if it left nothing but a hollow husk behind?

“It feels so good!” Fliss cried. Each pulse of the energy beam made her whimper and cry out, her thighs clenching together like she wished she was straddling something. “Fuck, oh my gawd, Jaxon! You’re so amazing! My whole body is fucking cumming! I… I… oh SHIT—!”

Fliss threw her arms back as her blouse ripped apart. Tiny shards of energy sliced up the fabric, shredding it to ribbons as a blast of force sent the pieces flying away from her body in all directions. A piece of her top’s collar hit me in the face, and when I brushed it away, I saw something incredible.

The energy beam had unleashed a clutch of glowing red tendrils. These all concentrated at the base of her neck, right where her shoulders met her spine. The tips gently grazed her skin, trailing back and forth over her dermis as they pulsed with that magical, unearthly light.

And each time they pulsed, they left marks.

Tiny lines emerged on Fliss’s skin wherever the tendrils touched her. They faded between each pulse of the beam connecting me to her, but something told me that they didn’t have to. That I could control them, if I had the will to do so. If I dared.

The brunette was left wearing nothing above the waist save for a lacy white bra. The fabric was soaked through with sweat, and her breasts heaved as she writhed beneath the touch of the waves of energy. I couldn’t help but find the way she looked erotic, even as I was worried out of my mind over how she was going to come out of this in one piece.

Fliss’s moans reached a fever pitch. If she’d loved the way the pulse of energy through the beam felt, she adored the attention of those thinner, writhing tendrils. I wasn’t even sure if she was still in there: she was all biology and need, reacting to all of this crazy shit with a delight that verged on feral.

“Nggggh!” Fliss whimpered. “Yeah, yeah, fuck!”

She came again. And again.

Words flashed across my vision, dancing over the top of her head. Please select this target’s <<BRAND>>, they said, winking in and out like a quick time event in a video game.

The brand!? In my shock, I’d almost forgotten.

The shape of the <<BRAND>> will not affect the target’s potential class options, said another, smaller line that popped up beneath the first. But once selected, a <<BRAND>> cannot be undone. Choose wisely!

I had to choose. Those tendrils aimed at the back of Fliss’s neck—they were like miniature tattoo guns, capable of leaving marks that didn’t fade. Marks that would adorn Fliss’s skin forever.

And I could control them.

I could choose the shape of her brand.

As Fliss writhed in unimaginable ecstasy, I wracked my brain for something to draw. Whatever I etched on her skin would remain there for the rest of her life, even more permanent than a regular tattoo. I couldn’t imagine how she could ever remove it.

A fleur du lis? A skull? A heart?

“Oooooh!” Both of Fliss’s eyes rolled back in her head, and her whole body began to tremble with pleasure. “So good. So… fucking… good…”

So much sweat dripped from the brunette that she was practically kneeling in a puddle. At least I hoped it was mostly sweat. Shit, she was probably starting to overheat. I needed to make the brand now, before something awful happened.

The Bellum Aeternum, I thought, remembering the massive painting with its battlefield full of angels and demons. What was it Fliss said when she described it?

Something about darkness and light locked in an endless war, forming a fragile stasis where humanity could thrive.

Humanity. Yeah. Fuck yeah.

I’d make the brand a tribute to humanity. To us.

When I lifted my hand, all the little tendrils lifted themselves right along with me. I was locked in, and somehow I knew that the power of the Archon System was more than capable of turning whatever amateur drawing I was going to do with my fingers into a thrilling tattoo.

“Here we go,” I whispered. “Let’s get to work.”

I began to draw.

The tendrils flexed, then poked into Fliss’s skin. Any worries I had that their touch might hurt dissolved instantly; if anything, Fliss looked like she was getting off even harder now. Each touch of the tendrils left her skin marked, made more sweat bead on her shoulders and into her cleavage. One of the tendrils reached over and snapped the strap of her bra like a finger, cutting through it with a spark of energy. Another severed the other, and Fliss was topless.

She didn’t seem to mind.

The tendrils etched a symbol into her skin. In my mind I’d been picturing a ying-yang, but less cringey and basic—something that showed the eternal battle between light and darkness. The tendrils translated my desire into art.

Two teardrops danced across the back of Fliss’s neck. They formed a tight swirl that almost looked like a spiral, each of them slashed through with bits of darkness that reminded me of a zebra’s stripes. Bits of light and darkness, the pieces of each forming a greater whole.

And in the center, where the teardrops touched, lay a single red dot.

Somehow I knew that red dot symbolized me. And not just me—but all of humanity. It represented everyone who’d ever been caught in that unending carnage between Heaven and Hell, everyone who’d fallen without a fight and everyone who’d stood up and defended themselves until their heart beat no more.

That red dot meant one thing and one thing only.

Humanity.

Fuck yeah.

The tendrils all crowded around to finish the design. Fliss’s cries of bliss grew louder and louder, until I wasn’t sure if she was even aware of how loud she was screaming. The pulses came so quickly that the entire beam was constantly aflame with holy light. Unholy light? I had no idea.

Finally there was a grand flash. I threw my hands up before my eyes, crying out in shock, and the brightness made me blind for several moments.

When my vision finally cleared, the beam of energy was gone.

Standing in its place was Fliss.

Transformed.

Only her face was the same. Before the brand, she’d been a foot shorter than I was. Now, we were the same height, though her thigh-high boots gave her several extra inches of height. Her dark hair had lightened to a brilliant, platinum blonde, and it hung down her back in an ornate braid that would have taken an entire team of servants hours to put together in the real world. Her brown eyes were now a piercing sapphire blue, and her body…!

Holy hell, I thought. She looks like Wonder Woman!

Maybe that was pushing it a bit, but there was certainly something of the superheroine about Fliss. Her new body was long, lean, and toned—the kind of physique celebrities dropped thousands of dollars on personal trainers to achieve. Her legs and arms were muscular, while her ass and her breasts were thicker and curvier than they’d been before her transformation. She projected strength, but also eroticism—it was impossible for any straight man to look at those knockers and not fantasize about squeezing and sucking them while she rode you.

But her outfit was the craziest part.

Fliss was wearing armor. Somehow, it covered her from head to toe while making her look even sexier than if she’d been wearing nothing at all. Overlapping plates of silver metal tinged with gold hugged her body, accentuating every curve as if she’d been wearing a set of luxury lingerie. It was, in fact, so tight against her body that the breastplate had nipples built into it to accommodate her, the outline of each clearly visible against her skin.

No blacksmith in the world could forge a set of armor like that. I knew it instantly. It would have fallen apart before the woman meant to wear it could slip it on. This was magic.

This was the Archon System.

Other than the armor, which fit her like a fucking coat of paint, she wore nothing but a short skirt and a belt. A sword the color of arctic ice was strapped to her hip, and she had a spear even taller than she was across her back.

A red glow came from beneath the skirt, the same shade as the energy beam that had transformed Fliss. As I watched, the glow dimmed, then went out completely. Fliss still had her back arched, standing on tiptoe in her sexy boots, and as the glow disappeared, she sighed like she’d just gotten out of a warm, relaxing bath. She looked at me and smiled.

“Jaxon?” she asked, cocking one flawless eyebrow. “Is that you? Holy shit, what’s happened to me…”

It took me several moments to pick my jaw up off the floor. “I think I branded you,” I said, amazed. “The thing in my eyes told me it would give you the powers of the Archon System—I thought you’d get the same abilities that I had. Holy shit, was I ever wrong…”

Fliss looked down at her body, her eyes going as big as dinner plates. “Oh, wow,” she gasped, sounding like she’d just fallen in love at first sight. “This is… oh my gawd…”

I expected her to say more. Instead, Fliss froze up, her gaze focusing at the wall on the opposite side of the room. After a second, I realized she wasn’t looking at the wall—she was looking at something only she could see.

“I’ve been granted access to the Archon System,” she whispered, reading the words that had once appeared for me alone. “My… my class is Valkyrie. A blessed dealer of death and destruction, who can heal her allies in an emergency.” She blinked, her face filling with even more shock. “Apparently at higher levels, I can even fly!?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m a Powermancer, whatever that means,” I explained. “The Archon System didn’t give me a sneak preview of what my advanced powers might be, though.”

“I think they’re this,” Fliss said, spreading her arms over her body. “Jaxon, I think your special ability is the power to turn ordinary people into demigods. I mean, look at me!”

We could talk about all the thorny details later. Right now, Fliss was doing things to me that I couldn’t describe. I’d been over the moon for her before, back when she was just the cute girl next door. Now she was sex in heels.

“I am looking at you,” I said, risking it. “Fuck, Fliss, I like what I see!”

She looked up at me, spots of color filling her cheeks. “Really? You’re into Viking warrior women? ‘Cause that’s what I look like…”

I took a step forward. “You’re fucking gorgeous,” I told her, meaning it. “Now let me see it.”

Fliss froze, confusion filling her features. “It?”

“The brand,” I said, gesturing for her to turn around. “Let me see it, Fliss.”

Slowly, Fliss turned around. The dual-teardrop brand was hidden by her braid of long blonde hair, but when she lifted the braid over her other shoulder it was clearly visible. The brand was made up of interlocking dark and white lines, each glowing faintly against her tanned skin.

She touched it, and her eyes fluttered. “Ooh,” she whimpered, her eyes rolling back in her head a bit. “That is an… interesting feeling…”

“Good?” I asked, wanting to make sure.

A big smile spread across Fliss’s face. “Yeah,” she admitted. “Really good. I mean, you marked me, right? You branded me, Jaxon. Like… like I’m your property.”

“I don’t think of you that way,” I said quickly. “I was just giving you access to the power. If it puts you under me somehow, or makes you subservient to my role as a Powermancer, than that was just an unintentional side effect—”

Fliss put two fingers to my lips. She was so forceful with her new strength when she did it that she unlocked a kink I hadn’t even realized I’d had.

“Maybe I like the thought of being your property,” she said, her blue eyes sparkling. “And maybe being under you is exactly where I want to be.”

Oh shit. Yeah, Fliss was definitely saying all the right things.

“Is that really how this works?” I asked, removing her fingers from my lips.

Fliss shook her head. “Honestly, I have no idea!” Her smile belied just how confused she was by all this—like me, she hadn’t expected any of it. “My Dad was the expert in the occult and the Bellum Aeternum, Jaxon. He’s got plenty of books down here about it, but none of them mentioned anything like this! The Archon Tablet is said to contain the power to make human beings more than human, but no source I was ever able to find went into the details. And something like this, being able to ‘brand’ people and give them powers—I’ve never heard a thing about that. I’m kind of flying blind here.”

“Me too,” I admitted. “But Hell. To be honest, Fliss, I don’t think I’ve ever had this much fun before.”

She giggled at that. The sight of a muscle mommy like Valkyrie Fliss giggling was a little weird, but it reminded me that underneath her transformation she was still the shy, nerdy girl who had a crush on me.

“Same here,” she said. “It’s a shame that we’re in so much danger. I’d really like to live a nice, long life and discover everything the Archon System can do for me.”

I came up to her and slipped an arm around her waist. “Let’s do it, then,” I told her. “Let’s survive. Let’s show those angelic and demonic assholes what humanity is really made of.”

Fliss looked into my eyes, searching them for any sign that I was anything besides totally committed to what I said. When she saw that I meant it all the way to my soul, she smirked.

“Fuck yeah,” she chuckled, running her fingers up and down my chest. “That sounds awesome, Jaxon. You know what else sounds like fun?”

I grinned from ear to ear, feeling like a fool. “I think I know what you’re gonna say.”

Fliss leaned down and put her lips to my ear.

“There’s a bedroom over there,” she whispered, gesturing at a doorway at the side of the lab. “Let’s go find out what this new Valkyrie body of mine can do!”

Yes. Hell fucking yes.
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I kept my eyes on Fliss’s ass all the way to the bedroom.

In that short skirt and her skintight metal armor, she looked like a Frank Frazetta painting brought to life. A gorgeous, sexy Amazonian warrior princess who would have looked perfectly at home fighting monsters on the cover of some pulp science fiction novel.

The bedroom was pretty much exactly what I expected. Fliss hadn’t been down here in a while, so the place was clean but not particularly modern. Other than a king-sized mattress on a box spring and a bedside table with a lamp, the room was completely bereft of furniture. This wasn’t a place to live, just a spot to pass out at the end of a long research session, when climbing the stairs all the way back to the real world wasn’t on the agenda.

Tonight, it served another purpose.

As a place for Fliss and I to fuck.

Fliss sashayed across the bedroom, perfectly balanced despite the six-inch heels on her fuck-me boots. I vaguely remembered the brunette telling me she never wore high heels, because she was so awkward in them. Now, thanks to the Archon System, she was even more comfortable in stilettos than she was barefoot.

As she strode towards the foot of the bed, my gaze strayed from her ass to the brand on her neck. She’d made no effort to cover it up—if anything, she seemed to be flaunting her new look. The longer I looked at the twinned teardrop with the pale red dot representing humanity at the center, the more I liked it. Fliss was right about one thing: it was kind of hot to think of her as property. Branded property, belonging to me and only me.

Shit. I was so fucking hard

Which reminded me that Fliss had had one hell of a head start. “You really enjoyed that transformation,” I said, smirking as I looked her up and down. “How much of that whole process do you remember?”

Fliss turned around. Though her face was as beautiful and haughty as a supermodel’s, the eyes were still those of the nerdy girl I knew. Spots of color rose to her cheeks, and I swore the nipples on her breastplate stiffened up just a little more. Was that paint?

“Not a lot,” she admitted, her fingers gently rubbing the brand on the back of her neck. “Mostly just flashes. Hot flashes,” she added, chuckling at her own pun.

“Very hot,” I agreed. My fingers grazed her hip, gently running up and down her side. Fliss let out a little moan as my hand reached her back, then the space between her shoulders, then her brand. “You know something?”

“What?” she gasped. She sounded like she was ready for anything—like she was just waiting to be commanded. Fuck, that was hot.

“I think,” I whispered, “that I gave you about a hundred orgasms while I was branding you.”

Fliss let out a little moan and nibbled her bottom lip. “I wouldn’t argue with that,” she agreed wholeheartedly.

“You owe me,” I said, running my fingers over the brand. The slight indentations of the glyph were noticeable beneath my digits, and always would be. “Don’t you?”

A slow, sleazy smile spread across Fliss’s face. Oh yeah. She knew how the game was played. “I do,” she whispered, batting her blue eyes with their long lashes. “Sit down on the bed, Jaxon.”

I did. The mattress was a little lower to the floor than I expected, but I still felt like a king with my legs spread before me and my feet on the carpet.

Especially when Fliss knelt before me.

“Fuck,” the Valkyrie whispered. “You’re so hard for me, aren’t you?”

I nodded wordlessly.

An impish grin spread across Fliss’s face. “You must have such a case of blue balls,” she purred, reaching for my belt. “Watching me writhing and moaning as you marked me, all while there was nothing you could do to get release…”

Fuck. I leaned back and groaned as Fliss took me out of my pants. Soon I was naked.

And Fliss was about to join me.

She sat down between my legs, curled up before me like a harem girl serving her sultan. The transformation had lengthened her nails, so that her supple fingers gently scratched my balls as she took hold of my thick, achingly hard cock. She looked down at herself, frowning at the skintight armor that still covered her body.

“I should do something about this,” she whispered, her eyelids closing halfway. “Give me just a second…”

A second was all it took. Light rolled across Fliss’s skin and her armor vanished. In its place she wore a set of lingerie that looked like something from the beginning of a porn movie—a lacy black bra, thong panties and a garter belt. Her thigh-high boots were replaced with heels, but the stilettos were no shorter or less sharp.

“That’s better,” the Valkyrie groaned, letting her braid trail down her back.

I stared at her, horny and amazed. “How did you do that?”

“I’m not sure,” Fliss admitted. “I just… kind of willed it to happen.” She grabbed my cock, licking her lips. “You don’t care about all the little details, do you, sir?”

I shook my head.

Fliss chuckled low in her throat. “That’s right,” she growled, sounding almost angry. “You want to get sucked…”

A moment later, Fliss lowered her lips to my cock and kissed the underside of my crown.

Oh shit! Pleasure infiltrated my body, racing up and down my spine as the beautiful Valkyrie kissed my manhood. With how keyed up we both were I half-expected Fliss to inhale it, but she was more than capable of taking her time. She kissed me up and down the length, sucking on my rod from the side as she batted her eyelashes and peered up at me with her gorgeous blue eyes. It was the sexiest fucking thing I’d ever seen.

And we were just getting started.

Fliss kissed her way back up to the tip, then opened wide and swallowed me whole. Warm, wet moisture enveloped my dick all the way down to the base as she worked her lips down my shaft, swallowing me as easily as a mouthful of her favorite flavor of ice cream. By the time her lips got all the way down to my balls I was moaning, running my fingers through her blonde hair as the crown of my cock hit the back of her throat.

The Valkyrie looked up at me and winked. You ain’t seen nothing yet, that wink said.

Then she really started giving me the best blowjob ever.

Fliss bobbed up and down on my prick, getting sloppy with it as she sucked me off. Her cheeks hollowed around me every time she pulled back, her lips forming a tight seal as the heat and friction made me feel like a fucking King. Her naughty tongue was anything but idle; she swirled it around my frenulum and the tip of my crown, hitting every sensitive spot on my manhood before taking it all the way down her throat again.

Wet slurping sounds filled the bedroom. The pleasure was intense and incredible. Soon I was thrusting my hips in time with Fliss, driving my cock further and further down her throat every time she took me to the base.

My balls slapped against her chin. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she sucked me, and I was only mildly surprised when she took one of my free hands and guided it to her ass. I was no dummy; I knew what she wanted.

Smack!

I slapped Fliss’s ass with all my might, hitting up in an upwards swat that made her round Valkyrie booty jiggle. Her face flushed with passion, and she moaned around my dick, sucking me harder and faster. When I did it again, she got even more into it.

Fuck, I loved it!

I could feel myself getting close to cumming. My cock swelled even bigger and thicker between Fliss’s lips, jerking against the back of her throat every time she swallowed me all the way down. With a lot of girls I’d been with that would have been the signal to pull off and finish me with her hand, but not Fliss. Fliss wanted my cum. I could see it in her eyes; see how desperate she was for it. How badly she wanted the man who’d branded her to mark her with his seed as well as his magic.

As I neared the point of no return, the hand not spanking Fliss’s ass went to the back of her neck. I pushed two fingers against the brand, doing something I couldn’t have consciously explained. Sparks shot from my fingers, and suddenly the Valkyrie’s body was as rigid as a metal pole.

“Mmmmmmh!” Fliss groaned, sucking me greedily. “Awww fuckin’ yeah..!”

It was too much for either of us. I gave Fliss’s ass one more hearty spank and grabbed her shoulders, upthrusting into her throat as she swallowed me down. The pleasure hit me like an earthquake, and suddenly I could no longer feel the bed beneath my ass or the carpet under my feet. There was only that hot, perfect point of contact where her mouth met my cock.

Then I was shooting, and it felt like heaven.

Thick spurts of hot, creamy cum shot from the head of my cock, filling Fliss’s mouth. She swallowed, moaned, then swallowed again, drinking every drop like it was liquid gold. She kept on working her tongue around me even after I’d finished unloading in her mouth, using it and her naughty little lips to milk me dry.

When it was finally clear I wasn’t going to shoot any more semen down her throat, she pulled off of me with a wet little pop and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She smiled up at me, licking her lips.

“Fabulous,” the Valkyrie groaned, staring at my still-hard cock. “Did that even up the score for you a little bit, sir? I hope I did a good job for you. I even made sure to swallow every drop like a good girl…”

Fuck it made me hot to hear Fliss talking that way. I’d always heard that shy, nerdy girls had the dirtiest mouths and the freakiest kinks, but I’d never been blessed enough to experience it in reality. Hearing her speak like that was almost as hot as having her lips wrapped around my cock.

Almost.

“That was fucking great,” I groaned, rocking back on my elbows. “I knew you were a good kisser.”

Fliss laughed at that. “Good,” she purred. “Because it’s my turn.”

Huh?

Before I could say a word, Fliss was on me.

She pushed me down onto the bed, dragging me along with her so that only my heels and my ankles were still over the edge. While I was still trying to process that, Fliss got down on all fours and straddled my chin, lowering her panties to my lips.

Another moment of concentration and the panties were gone. Fliss was naked and glorious, wearing nothing save for her sexy fuck-me heels as she straddled my face.

Oh fuck. Her slit was shaved bare, as smooth as butter. Juice dripped from her channel, and her folds were as soft and pink as bubble gum ice cream. Her clit throbbed gently with aftershocks, though whether from the pleasure of her transformation or what I’d done to her ass and brand while she sucked me, I had no idea.

I didn’t care.

Fliss lowered herself onto my face, moaning as her slit touched my lips. Her juices soaked my lips and tongue, making my mouth as wet as her pussy. I slid my tongue into her eagerly as she began to ride my face, savoring the taste—like honey with a little bit of vanilla mixed in.

For the first time since we’d entered the bedroom, Fliss was in control. She rode my face with her hips, grinding her lips and her clit against me as she humped me madly. She ground her hips down into me, her muscles clenching and teasing while she panted and sweated. It was a little scary, but also kind of awesome.

I could tell it wasn’t going to take Fliss long to hit her peak. Even after the dozens of orgasms she’d already had, her Valkyrie body was hungry for more. As her juices dripped all over my face, her hands went to her breasts, massaging and squeezing them, her fingers pinching her nipples and making her whimper as she reached the point of no return.

"Yes, eat my pussy," the beautiful Valkyrie commanded. I couldn't even have disobeyed her if I wanted to—and believe me, I didn't want to. "Get your tongue in there and fuck me with it, Jaxon! Make me cum! Make me cum all over your face...!"

No sooner had she said it than she did it.

Fliss screamed as she came, grinding her pussy against me so hard it threw sparks. Her walls clenched around my tongue, a flood of sweet juice entering my mouth as she groaned and whimpered and screamed my name. Being pinned down by her like this was a whole new kind of experience for me, and I gave myself over to it by grabbing her hips and burying my face between her thighs as she rode out her bliss.

I knew no one had ever made Fliss cum like this before. I couldn’t wait to make her cum like that again.

As she came down from her peak, the Valkyrie’s body began to change. She was still grinding her pussy against my face, but there was no longer so much weight on me—her beautiful, muscular body was beginning to shrink. By the time her legs stopped shaking, she was no longer a statuesque Valkyrie—she was the cute, nerdy brunette I’d met at the farmer’s market and taken on a date to the Traverse Museum.

Fliss slumped off of me, moaning with pleasure as she rolled to my side. “Good Lord,” she gasped, looking at me like she was a little bit afraid she might have hurt me. “That was incredible! I’ve never lost control like that before… I was completely unhinged!”

I lay on my back, panting gently. “Yeah,” I agreed after a moment. “It was pretty fucking great.”

Fliss looked down at her body. Apparently she hadn’t noticed yet that she’d changed back—her eyes widened and her mouth opened into an ‘o’ of surprise when she saw her small, perky titties and her slender body instead of her Amazonian frame.

“Woah!” Fliss sat up, looking around the room. “That was fucking wild. I felt like a completely different person.” She swallowed hard, recentering herself. “Man, I kind of liked having my hair like that…”

“You’ll have to put it in a braid later,” I told the brunette. “Or maybe pigtails?”

Fliss grinned at that idea. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“Hell yes I would.”

Her gaze traveled between my legs. My little Jaxon had recovered from the worshipful treatment Fliss gave him in her Valkyrie form, and having Fliss’s perfect pussy in my face had gotten me hot and bothered all over again. She grinned, giving me a naughty look.

“You want to go again?” she asked, rubbing my thigh. “I don’t know if I can do the transformation again, but I’m willing to try…”

I was already stopping her. “You don’t need to do that,” I told her. “You’re fucking beautiful just the way you are.”

Fliss blushed. “I saw the way you were looking at my tits,” she whispered, looking away. “They were so much bigger when I was the Valkyrie. So soft and suckable. They were so much more sensitive than they usually are, too…”

Maybe. But I was going to show Fliss that I liked her perky titties just as much.

I rolled over and kissed her. She tensed for a moment, not expecting it, then melted against me, giggling as she snuggled deeper into the pillows. My mouth covered hers, entwining our tongues, then moved down until I’d buried my face between her breasts.

By the time I found one of her nipples and pulled it into my mouth to suck, both of Fliss’s were achingly hard. She groaned beneath me, lifting her hips and guiding my hand between her legs.

“Touch me,” she gasped, biting down on my bottom lip. “I want you to feel me…”

A moment later, I felt what she was getting at. Fliss’s pussy was as smooth as silk, freshly shaved and oh so ready to be fucked. Her transformation into the Valkyrie had had nothing to do with it.

“You shaved for me,” I grunted, parting her legs with my knee.

Fliss giggled. “I thought you might discover that,” she gasped, squirming as I pushed my fingers deeper inside of her. “I don’t usually go all the way on the first date, but you’re so freaking hot. And we’ve got such an incredible connection—!”

I mounted Fliss, grabbing her legs and wrapping them around my hips. She grabbed the headboard of the bed for leverage as I pushed the head of my cock into her folds, rocking it back and forth over her clit. Before long she was groaning and panting, trying to get the rest of me inside her.

“I know,” I teased, pushing just the tip of my dick inside of her. “I really feel so close to you right now. It’s like the two of us are just connected so directly…”

Fliss snickered. “You asshole,” she laughed. “God, I love you.”

What!?

I froze, my cock oh so close to pushing inside of her. “Come again?”

I thought Fliss was blushing before! “I love your sense of humor,” she corrected, her eyes wide with fright. “I meant your sense of humor! You always make me laugh—!”

With a grunt, I pushed all the way inside of her.

Fliss’s desperate attempts to explain were replaced by a haze of pleasure as my cock stretched out her walls. Her eyes rolled back in her head and she whimpered, the protests she’d been planning dissolving into nonsensical gibberish as pleasure overwhelmed her.

“Uh haaah,” Fliss whimpered, running her hand up and down her face. “Fuck me, Jaxon! You got me ready for you with your tongue, now fill me with that cawk!”

I did. My hips slammed forward, shaking the headboard with every thrust. The room filled with the slapping sounds of skin on skin as I buried my cock inside of Fliss’s pussy, pumping like a piston as I savaged her with hard, driving strokes.

Her legs drew me in, wrapping oh so tightly around my waist. One of her hands slid down to her pussy and started playing with her clit, while the other squeezed her tits together to give me something nice to look at. Her tongue lolled from her mouth, and her eyes kept rolling back in her head like an exaggerated anime girl. If I didn’t know she was completely genuine, and doing it because my cock was perfectly curved to hit that special spot deep inside of her with every thrust, I might have been offended.

“So good,” Fliss whimpered. “I can feel your balls slamming against my pussy, Jaxon! Fuck, you’re fucking me so hard! Holy shit that feels so good!”

I grunted, grabbing Fliss’s hips with both hands for leverage.

Suddenly Fliss tossed her head back and howled. “Right there!” she cried, her voice crackling with excitement. “Keep hitting me right there, Jaxon! Oh my Gawd!”

Grinning, I did as she asked. Each thrust sent my cock slamming into that special, spongey spot deep inside of Fliss’s channel, ringing it like a bell. I watched her pant and groan with each thrust, her eyes spinning in their sockets. She might have been a shy, nerdy girl in the streets, but she had the mouth of a porn star once you got in her bed behind a locked door.

“Yes, yes, yessss,” Fliss whimpered. She bit down on her hand, crying out with bliss as her thighs shook around me. “Fuck, I’m cumming! Oh God, Jaxon, don’t stop! Keep fucking me, baby, I’m gonna cum!”

I didn’t stop. Though it took everything I had to keep from shooting my load, I held back as I pounded Fliss right over the edge. She came apart beneath me, shattering like a plate-glass window as she went weightless in my arms. Her orgasm tore through her, ripping away her senses, and when she came back to herself she was sitting up with her arms around me, impaling herself on me just as hard as I was fucking her.

“Cum in me,” she begged, digging her heels into my lower back. “I want to feel you cum, baby! Shoot all that hot spunk in my pussy, right now!”

“Not… wearing a condom,” I grunted. Somehow a little part of me was still able to think in the midst of such bliss.

“It’s safe,” Fliss assured me with a grin. “Go on and lose control, babe! Don’t pull out! It’ll feel so good to bury that cock all the way inside me and keep it there until your balls are totally empty!”

Fuck, it would. It really, really would.

With one more hard thrust, I did just that. The crown of my cock rammed into Fliss’s back walls as I hit the point of no return and crashed right through, grunting and groaning like a caveman as I emptied my balls. Thick spurts of seed sprayed against the walls of Fliss’s channel as her inner muscles milked me dry. Each beat of my heart sent another jet of seed spraying from my cock, until I felt like a sack that had been turned inside out and emptied.

I collapsed onto the bed, with Fliss in my arms.

The brunette giggled as she hugged me, covering my face and chest in kisses. She made no move to take my cock out of her, leaving it buried in her snatch even as my manhood finally began to soften. Only when I’d made sure my load was where it belonged did she slide off of me, cuddling up next to me under the blankets.

“Oh man,” the brunette gasped. “I guess it was your turn to be the unhinged one, huh?”

I nuzzled her neck, then nibbled her earlobe. “I couldn’t help it,” I grunted. “You made me lose control.”

She leaned over and kissed me. “I’m glad,” she whispered, her eyes filled with love and devotion. “You deserve to get everything you want, Jaxon. Everything. I’m glad I could get you off. You sure as hell got me off…”

Both of us laughed at that. I wrapped my arm around Fliss and held her close. My eyelids already felt like lead weights, and I knew I was going to pass out before I could ask her if she wanted to go for another round. Both of us were pretty exhausted, in any case.

“This is all so crazy,” I told the woman at my side. “I woke up this morning in a campground, and now I’m going to sleep in an underground lair.”

“Life’s pretty crazy sometimes,” she agreed. “I was an ordinary, frustrated museum curator this morning. Now I can turn myself into a six-foot tall Valkyrie with huge boobs and a magic sword. I’d say that on balance, today’s gone pretty swell.”

“You said it,” I agreed.

Both of us lay there together in the darkness. I’d just about started to believe Fliss had passed out when she suddenly spoke.

“You know, I’d never been spanked before,” the brunette whispered, her eyes shining in the darkness. “I didn’t realize it was that much fun.”

“You’d never been spanked?” I asked. That sounded almost impossible to believe.

Fliss shrugged. “There’d been attempts. Nothing substantive.” A strange smile flickered across her face. “But when I was the Valkyrie, I felt… different. It was like I really got off on riding your face, on being this powerful, dominant woman—but I also couldn’t get enough of being spanked and slapped around. Weird, right?”

“Very weird,” I agreed. “With your permission, I’d love to experiment with some more of that sometime. See what else you might like.”

Fliss giggled at how gentlemanly I was being. “You have my permission, sir,” she said, rolling onto her side. “Fuck, maybe in the morning, though. I’m exhausted…”

“Me too,” I said. “How long are we going to have to stay here, Fliss?”

She thought about it for a few moments. “Until I can get in contact with Dad’s old friends, at least,” she said. “They should be able to tell us more about how the Bellum Aeternum is shaking out. Maybe they’ll know something about this whole branding thing, too.” Her fingers strayed to the back of her neck. “I can’t believe this symbol’s going to be on me forever.”

“You don’t like it?” I asked, swallowing.

Fliss grinned. “I love it,” she told me. “Just like I, ah… love your sense of humor.”

I understood what she meant. Saying something like that on the first date was crazy, truly crazy, but most first dates didn’t involve fighting angels and demons, or transforming into a Valkyrie and riding your date’s face. Safe to say we were pretty far beyond the ‘normal’ relationship rules.

“Let’s talk about it in the morning,” Fliss whispered, taking my hand. “Right now, I could use some fucking rest.”

So could I.

With Fliss in my arms, I was out like a light before I knew it.
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In my experience, relationships either got really good or really bad after the two of you moved in together. In the case of me and Fliss, it was absolutely the former.

The day after we made love for the first time was a slow, sleepy one. Neither one of us left the bed much, other than to go to the bathroom or grab some of the prepackaged snacks from the pantry of non-perishable goods Fliss kept down here in the lab. After the stress of our near death experience, both of us wanted to relax and live a little—which meant lots of sex, and lots of naps.

I soon got used to Fliss’s quick changes. She shifted from her ordinary form to that of the Valkyrie the way most girls put on a new top, transforming from a slender brunette to an Amazonian blonde in the space between shifting from one sexual position to the next. Once she’d even activated her powers as I was coming, turning her perky tits into the Valkyrie’s heavy, Nordic breasts just in time for me to glaze them with my load. It was a neat party trick, and I had a lot of fun exploring both modes with my new lady friend.

The l-word didn’t come up again, though every now and then Fliss got a look in her eyes like there was something she wanted to but didn’t dare to say. For my part I kept things casual. I had enough on my plate to worry about without having to fret over the exact terms of our relationship.

Like the fact that the Gates of Hell were starting to open.

At some point during the second day down in the laboratory, I snuck back topside to park my truck in an alleyway where it wouldn’t be seen. I used the opportunity to grab my phone, and both Fliss and I checked out the local news to find out what had happened with the Traverse Museum.

The answer was just as Fliss had predicted. The whole thing was written off as an ‘act of vandalism’ by ‘unknown assailants’, but it was the follow-up stories that really froze my blood. Authorities were looking for a number of suspects in connection with the Museum incident, and several others within Traverse—all of which had been perpetrated by either an exceptionally tall, muscular man or a very short, stocky one.

“They’ve started slipping out in small groups,” Fliss said when she read the reports. “The press aren’t quite sure what to make of them—they’re still acting under the framework that they’ve got human assailants to deal with. I doubt the reporting will catch up to reality for quite a while.”

“You think they’re searching for us?” I asked. The thought that above our heads at that very moment, angels and demons were combing through Traverse looking for Fliss and me filled me with a deep, existential dread. “Like you said they would?”

Fliss nodded ruefully. “They’ll branch out over time, but they’ll keep a scout or two near Traverse,” she explained. “They’ll want to keep an eye on things, just in case it turns out we found some local hole to hide in.”

“Which is exactly what we’ve done,” I said, swallowing hard.

Part of me worried that we might get found, but we didn’t even have any close calls. As the second day turned into the third, then the third into the fourth, we heard no knocking on the door of the subway station. Even the cameras placed in the area didn’t pick up anything other than the occasional kid with a bottle of spray paint.

We were as safe as safe could be. The only problem was that we were also bored stiff.

By the second day, Fliss and I had begun sparring together. Our routine was simple: she transformed into the Valkyrie, pulled out her sword and her lance, and gave me one while using the other. We fought with the weapons, doing our best to disarm the other without landing any actual blows, and I tested the shield I formed with my Archon Blades against both of her enchanted weapons. It seemed like frequent use toughened the thing up, until I was able to use the shield to parry multiple hits from her sword or her lance in a row.

At the end of these sessions, we’d always end up sweaty and grinning. Sex was the usual result, either in the laboratory’s shower or back in bed. But sometimes, we got creative with it. Never underestimate a brand-new couple for frequency or imagination.

By the end of day three, there wasn’t a spot in the laboratory where I hadn’t had Fliss in just about every way a man could have a woman. The tables, the shower, the counters in the makeshift kitchen—even the sparring ring we’d marked out in the center of the lab became a playground for our primal instincts. Fliss was in Valkyrie form for all of that last one, pinning me down and groping me like she was the one in charge instead of me. She’d been in rare form that day, and I knew I’d made memories that were going to go into my fantasy bank for the rest of my life.

When we weren’t training, banging or watching the situation topside, we talked about the Bellum Aeternum and the Archon Tablet. As it turned out, Fliss had already told me most of what she knew by the time I actually got around to using my powers. Most of what she’d been working on was legends and guesswork, and she’d been hoping that actually activating the Archon Tablet would give her some answers.

It had, of course. Just not the ones she’d expected.

So many questions were unanswered, though. When did the war between angels and demons start? Fliss wasn’t sure. What had caused the ancient cities of advanced humans like Atlantis and Ys to sink into the sea, and for humanity to sink into a dark age along with them? Some unnamed catastrophe, only spoken of in cryptic whispers in Fliss’s research.

If I wasn’t getting laid so well, and so often, I might have been upset at the lack of hard facts about the Endless War and the Archon Tablet’s origins. But I was learning all of this right along with Fliss. Honestly, I was having a great time.

And then the fourth day happened.

It started like the others. I woke up, rolled out of bed and made the same breakfast I’d eaten since I got to the lab—a protein bar for me and instant coffee for both of us. I’d been in the middle of caffeinating when Fliss joined me, and pretty much immediately I knew she had something on her mind.

“There was a message waiting for me this morning,” she said, sipping her brew. “We’re going to have some visitors later today.”

I swallowed a little too fast; the coffee was still hot, and burned my throat. “Your father’s old friends?”

Fliss nodded. “They’ve seen the news, just like us. The signs are everywhere. Angels and demons are piercing the veil and walking in the mortal realm. The time has come for humanity to rise up and seize its destiny.” She gave me a grave look. “If we don’t, it’s going to be the end of the world.”

I’d heard this several times over the last few days. “I know,” I said. “You really think that I can do what I did to you to more people?”

It was one of Fliss’s favorite topics of conversation. She nodded like a bobblehead, before blowing a lock of sweaty hair out of her face—last night, the two of us had been up later than usual enjoying each other’s company.

“I do,” she said. “I think it’s why the Archon Tablet gave you the abilities it did, Jaxon. You’re the seed—you’re meant to pass along your gifts, to elevate other members of humanity the way you did with me. I mean, think about it—if you could grant these powers to a few dozen people, or a few hundred, that would be game-changing. It would be an army.”

I nodded along. I knew about all of this, and honestly I agreed with it. It was the other thing that worried me.

“And you think they’ll all… enjoy it like that?”

This was the part that Fliss had trouble with. The brunette turned away, a blush spreading across her cheeks. “I mean, I certainly did,” she muttered, holding a hand to the side of her face. “The process of being enlightened might not be the same for everyone. Maybe it only happened like that because I already wanted to sleep with you.”

I wasn’t sure about that. I didn’t mind giving the power I had to Fliss—it was definitely a fun process, and knowing that we could fight the angels and demons together was a weight off my mind. But I didn’t like the thought of going through a process like that with someone I didn’t know. Especially if that someone was a guy.

“Look,” I said, clearing my throat. “I’ve been thinking about this for the last couple of days, and I don’t think we should tell your father’s friends about the Valkyrie.”

Fliss’s brows shot to her hairline. “What? Why not?”

“It might give them the wrong idea,” I said. “You said it yourself—none of this was supposed to happen. The people your father worked with might know about the Archon Tablet, but I’m pretty sure they’d be floored if they saw you transform into a six-foot battle goddess.”

Slowly, Fliss nodded. “I don’t see why that would be a bad thing, though.”

I looked at her, my lips thinning. “When was the last time you talked to these people?”

The implication was clear. Fliss might trust these guys, but I didn’t. I had no idea who these people were, or how they might react to finding out about the powers I’d given to Felicity.

They could have the best intentions, but that didn’t matter if their goals turned out to be different than my own. What if they decided I was so valuable I needed to start branding their entire organization, whether I wanted to or not?

I wouldn’t let them. This power was mine, to bestow on those I chose to award with it. Fliss probably didn’t understand that, but that was because she didn’t have the responsibility that I did. She wasn’t the one carrying the keys to humanity’s future.

With a frown, Fliss nodded. “Okay. We’ll keep the Valkyrie under our hats for now. But if it turns out that they are trustworthy, we’ll share our findings with my father’s associates. Okay?”

“As long as I’m the one who gets to decide whether they’re worthy of our trust,” I said, taking another sip of my coffee. A battered old clock on the wall slowly ticked; the morning was slowly beginning to give way to noon. “When do they get here?”

Fliss glanced over her shoulder at the clock. “The man I spoke to said two hours,” she said as she turned back to me. “They’ll need time to put a team together and make it to our location. That should also give us time to shower and get ourselves looking nice before we meet them—”

The floor shook beneath me.

At first I thought we were about to have an earthquake. But from the way Fliss sprang from her seat, a look of worry instead of shock spreading over her face, I knew she’d experienced this before.

“Proximity alarm,” she said in response to my questioning look. “Sends a pulse through the floor to alert you wherever you might be. I need to check the cameras…”

We both did.

I followed Fliss out into the main room of the laboratory. The camera system was classic CCTV; a half-dozen tiny surveillance cameras placed in spots where they’d be hard to see around the subway station, linked into a single monitor with a tiled window system to display live footage. It was the first time someone had gotten close enough to the lab’s entrance to set the thing off, but I wasn’t terribly concerned. Probably just a graffiti artist who’d decided to tag the wall with the hidden door leading below.

There was no graffiti artist on the cameras. A half-dozen men crowded around the hidden entrance to the underground laboratory.

“Oh shit,” I grunted, already reaching for my Aether Blades. Days of practice had made it so that I was able to summon them pretty much instantly, using only my will. “We’ve been found!”

I counted five men standing around the entrance. All of them were dressed in black tactical gear, and all of them had pistols in holsters strapped to their hips. One of the men wore a pair of huge, orange sunglasses—the kind we called Blue Blockers back in the 80’s—and appeared to be the leader.

He looked up into the camera, squinting as he noticed it was there. “Miss Anata?” he said, lifting a hand. “My name is Hawk. I’m here on behalf of Dr. Boddeker—the two of you sent correspondence over email and spoke on the phone yesterday. I’ve been instructed to tell you that the pass phrase is ‘Iron and Copper’.”

Next to me, Fliss relaxed. “That’s right,” she said, tugging at the hem of my shirt. “Dr. Boddeker gave me a password for these men to use, to make sure that they’re friendlies. That was it, Iron and Copper.”

“Who the hell is Dr. Boddeker?”

The man in the blue blockers gave the camera a little wave. “Hello? Is anyone there?”

Fliss was already in motion. “This is the group we’ve been waiting for,” she explained, going to the control panel that could open the door from the inside. “Their organization used to work with my father. They know all about the Archon Tablet—”

“Hold it.” I put a hand on Fliss’s shoulder, stopping her before she could release the lock. “Think about this for a second. Didn’t you just tell me these guys were supposed to be here two hours from now?”

On the closed circuit television screen, the man who’d called himself Hawk cleared his throat. “Miss Anata, I’m going to ask you to let us in,” he said, glancing back out at the street. “There have been multiple suspected incursions from both Gates in this area. Staying out in the open like this greatly increases the risk that an angel or a demon might scope out this location.”

Fliss looked back at me. “So what? They’re here early.” She reached for the button. “We were still expecting them, Jax.”

I wasn’t so sure about any of this. I’d already been reluctant to trust these guys just on Fliss’s say-so, and now they were acting awfully suspicious. But for right now, I supposed I’d have to just follow her lead.

“Alright,” I said, frowning at the screen. “They know the password.”

Fliss tapped a key on the computer. There was a brief sizzle of static, then suddenly I could hear the ambient noise of the world outside the door to our hideout. Felicity had just toggled some kind of speaker.

“Thank you, Hawk,” she said, flipping another switch. “Letting you in now.”

We were far enough below the ground that we didn’t hear anything change, but I could see it on the screen. The door opened, and Hawk and his men disappeared through the narrow doorway. The last guy through sealed the entryway back up behind him, and Fliss toggled the lock closed as soon as the whole group reached the stairs.

“I sure hope your Dad’s old contact list is reliable,” I muttered. “Remember, we don’t tell them anything about the Valkyrie.”

“It wouldn’t come from me,” Fliss said. She took my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “My Dad and this group go way back, Jaxon. We’re in good hands here—these people can help us. Give us the information we need.”

I agreed with her about that. I just wondered what the hell they were going to ask in return for their help.

The sounds of footsteps gradually approached. Neither I nor Fliss had time to get ourselves all dolled up for company; it was all we could do to throw on some clothes and make it look like we hadn’t been spending the last three days boinking like rabbits before the men with guns got downstairs.

I managed to come out of the bedroom just in time. Hawk entered the premises first, followed by the rest of the crew. They fanned out, scanning the corners of the laboratory like they expected a trap. I noticed that each of their uniforms had the same patch on the shoulder—a picture of an eye. One half of the pupil was completely black, while the other was stark white.

What the hell did that mean?

One of the goons sidled up to Hawk. “We’re all clear, sir,” he said, his hand sliding away from his weapon. “It’s just the two of them down here.”

“Good,” Hawk said, turning to me. “Miss Anata said she had someone in the laboratory with her. You must be Jax?”

“Jaxon Bryant,” I said, extending a hand. The man had a hell of a handshake; his grip was so strong that without the power of the Archon System, I might have broken a bone or two. “Nice to meet you. Felicity says you come highly rated.”

“We had numerous dealings with her father,” Hawk said. “Ah, there she is!”

Felicity had just stepped out of the bedroom. She’d tied her long, brunette hair back into a ponytail and slipped on a pair of jeans and an old heavy metal t-shirt. With a pang, I realized she was actually wearing the shirt I’d had on under my button down the night we met at the museum. I hoped the guards wouldn’t put two and two together.

Who am I kidding? They know we’ve been down here snuggling for days. I’d be more surprised if they didn’t think we were a couple.

“Hello,” Fliss said, looking from Hawk to the knot of men near the door. “I’m so glad you could make it so quickly. I was told not to expect you until later this afternoon…”

“We were in the area.” Hawk said it so quickly and so confidently that I wasn’t sure how I knew he was lying. “I understand you wanted to speak with Dr. Boddeker?”

I still didn’t know who this Dr. Boddeker guy was. From context clues, I’d managed to infer that he was mostly in charge of this whole operation. But his actual purpose was still a mystery to me.

Fliss knew, though. She nodded like a bobblehead. “Yes. I have quite a lot to report about the Archon Tablet. I believe the Eye needs to know about it.”

Hawk nodded. “We’ve read reports about the dust up at the museum,” he grunted, taking off his glasses. Without them, he looked so much like a young Alan Alda that I blinked and did a double take. “Is it true, then? The Gates are beginning to open once more?”

Fliss looked grave. “It’s true,” she said. “Right after the Archon Tablet was activated, we were attacked by an angel and a demon.”

“Phew!” Hawk looked impressed. “I’m surprised you’re here talking to me right now, Miss Anata.”

“The pair were almost as interested in fighting each other as they were in us,” Fliss said, putting a hand on her hip. “And Jaxon put up one hell of a fight.”

From her stance, it was clear that some of my words about not fully trusting these guys were starting to get through. I didn’t like the way all of Hawk’s friends dawdled around the stairs, like they were waiting for something to happen.

Or like they were looking to block off the exit should we make a break for it.

Hawk nodded. He didn’t look terribly surprised. “Very well,” he said, gesturing at me with his chin. “Dr. Boddeker has already authorized a meeting. Give me a minute or two to get set up and we’ll get this thing on the road.”

With that, the man headed into our makeshift sparring ring. Three of the men with guns followed him, while the others stayed just close enough to the stairwell to intercept anyone trying to leave. I began to get a real nasty feeling about all of this.

“Fliss?” I asked, turning to Felicity. “What kind of ‘meeting’ are we talking about?”

Hawk and his men were setting something up in the center of the ring. At first I thought it was one of those fancy robotic vacuum cleaners—it was perfectly circular, like an oversized coaster, and about two feet tall. But no Roomba would have been able to maneuver if it was that heavy. The thing was made of solid steel, covered in wires and circuits. I could only guess at its function.

“This is how the Eye does things,” Fliss explained. “High-ranking members of the organization are hermetically sealed into their personal living space, to avoid all forms of contamination: biological, magical, or memetic. Men and women who reach this level of prestige within the organization are known as Anchorites.” Her lips grew thin. “Dr. Boddeker has been an anchorite for the last thirty years. He ascended not long after my birth.”

From the way Fliss talked about it, it almost sounded like those two events were linked. I wanted to ask her about it, but my eyes were drawn to the process happening in the middle of our sparring circle. Hawk and his guards were attaching some kind of power supply to the big coaster. Now it looked like one of those wireless charging pads, only bigger and for God only knew what purpose.

What the fuck was an Anchorite? What was the Eye, and how did Fliss know so much about them and the way they operated?

The guards finished whatever they were doing and stepped away. They retreated back to the stairs, while Hawk motioned for me and Fliss to step forward. As we did, a blue glow emerged from the center of the metal circle.

“The Doctor will see you now,” Hawk said, wiggling his eyebrows. It was clear he got a big kick out of that part. “I’ll be standing by.”

“Fliss, I don’t understand any of this,” I said. “I thought we were meeting with some men your father worked with, not participating in some kind of science experiment.”

She gave my hand another squeeze. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “Really. This is all going to work out for the best. Trust me.”

I did trust Fliss. But I wasn’t sure if she was right. I was starting to suspect that all of this was about to go pear-shaped.

The blue glow coalesced into the form of a man. He was old, though nowhere near as old as I’d expected from Fliss’s ‘thirty years of hermetic living’ explanation. He had a distinguished face, a salt-and-pepper goatee with graying hair to match, and a thick pair of spectacles. A lab coat hung from his lanky frame, but beneath it his threads were all expensive luxury—they must have had a way in his organization to sanitize Hugo Boss and Bottega before passing them into Dr. Boddeker’s monk retreat.

He ran his hands over cheeks covered with stubble, blinking as the device snapped into focus. A flashbulb in the center of the circle projected the image of Dr. Boddeker, though in doing so it gave his whole body a blue tint, like the evil emperor in Star Wars. Maybe I should have taken that as a sign.

“Hello? Is this thing on?” He tapped something just off-screen, frowning gently. “Ah, I think something’s coming through. Hawk, is the device active? Have you made contact with Miss Anata?”

“I’m right here, Dr. Boddeker!” Fliss lifted a hand, then took a step forward, centering herself in the doctor’s view. “Can you see me?”

Dr. Boddeker leaned forward, his face growing until it formed the entire hologram. “Oh my,” he said, chuckling. His teeth were perfectly white and even, so much so that I suspected they were fake. “Is that little Felicity Anata? My goodness how you’ve grown!”

Fliss took the compliment well. “Dr. Boddeker,” she said demurely. “It’s been a very long time.”

“Not since your—ah—father’s day,” the doctor said. He had a strangely halting manner of speech, like he needed to stop every few words and think about what he said next. It gave him a very deliberate manner of speaking, though his natural charm helped blunt the effect. “I see that his laboratory is still in operation. Although it doesn’t look as, hmm, quite as active as it once was…”

Fliss’s face fell. “I’ve been busy with work,” she explained.

“Ah, yes,” Dr. Boddeker said, grinning. “At the, ah, Traverse Museum? The site of so much recent controversy…”

He said the word ‘controversy’ with the accent on the second syllable. People who did that really irritated me—like they were too pretentious for their own good.

“Yes,” Fliss said, nodding. “I know that my father was never given acceptance into the Eye, because he was unable to locate the Archon Tablet and discover its secrets. But I’ve done both, Dr. Boddeker. Which is why I need the Eye’s help.”

“Help, hmm,” Dr. Boddeker said. He squinted one eye, looking both Fliss and me up and down, then took a step backwards so that his whole body was visible. I liked it better when he did that; with the whole projection taken up by his face, it made him look like the Wizard of Oz. “Of course, my dear. The Eye is at your disposal.”

Fliss brightened. “That’s wonderful news,” she said, squeezing her hands together. “Jaxon and I have been taking cover down here in the lab for the last few days. It hasn’t been safe since the museum. The Gates are opening. Angels and demons are slipping past the veil—”

“Yes, hmm, they are slippery things, aren’t they?” Dr. Boddeker cut her off, shuffling past her protestations in his unusual, halting style. “It’s good that you sequestered yourself down here, Miss Anata. Yes, very good. The Eye has, hmm, already taken steps on your behalf.”

I watched Fliss’s brows rise. “They have?”

Dr. Boddeker grinned. “Two days ago, Hawk infiltrated the Traverse Museum,” he said, gesturing over our shoulders at the leader of his squad. “I’m happy to say we’ve secured the Archon Tablet.” Then his smile faltered. “Or perhaps I should say, ah, the remains of the Archon Tablet…”

Fliss looked like she’d just been punched in the gut. “I can explain, Dr. Boddeker,” she said.

“Yes, ah, you’d better,” the man said with a laugh. “Such an unusual change for an ancient relic like the Archon Tablet. Of course, the thing seems to be completely useless now—just a big, inert hunk of rock. Couldn’t even use it as a bathtub! Got far too big of a crack in it…”

I decided to step in. “It’s been used,” I said, taking my place next to Fliss. “By me.”

Dr. Boddeker did a double take. “Ah, hmm! I see—and you are the mysterious Jaxon.”

“Jaxon Bryant,” I said, nodding at the holographic projection. I’d have extended a hand, but it was pretty hard for a hologram to take it. “There’s a lot going on that we don’t understand, Dr. Boddeker. Fliss and I were hoping to get some answers along with our help.”

A sly grin spread across the doctor’s face. “Answers. Well, of course you would. You’re not in our records at all, Mr… Bryant, is it?”

“That’s right,” I said. “I think I mentioned that.”

“Yes, you did,” the doctor said, leaning in closer. One of his eyes filled the frame, peering at me intently. “You wouldn’t happen to be involved with the International Occult Brethren, would you? Or perhaps you’re one of the Tellurians, scoping us out incognito?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know what either of those things are,” I told the man. “I think you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

Dr. Boddeker frowned. “Does the phrase ‘inner choir’ mean anything to you, Mr. Bryant?”

I was unmoved. “Not a bit.”

The doctor nodded, as if I’d just confirmed some long-held suspicion. “A pity. I was hoping you were secretly a power player—someone we could do business with. Now I’m beginning to suspect you’re just some random nobody who happened to luck into being in the right place at the right time.”

I let out a shocked little laugh. “I beg your pardon?”

Fliss’s jaw hung open. “Jax isn’t a nobody,” she said thickly, looking even more offended than I was. “He saved my life, Dr. Boddeker. He’s the reason I’m here talking to you right now—”

“And he’s the reason the Archon Tablet is destroyed,” the doctor cut in, shaking his head. “Completely useless. Any powers the Eye might have leveraged against the forces of darkness and light have been extinguished forever. You brought us a broken relic, Miss Anata. I’d really hoped you’d turn out to be a more useful partner than your father…”

Fliss stared at the hologram, her jaw set in a sharp line. “This was a mistake,” she blurted, like she’d just realized it. “I shouldn’t have called you. There’s nothing you can offer me.”

The doctor let out a little laugh. “Now, that’s not at all true,” he said. “There’s one very important thing I can do for you, my dear.”

The men by the door began to move. I tensed up, expecting the worst.

Fliss didn’t see it. “What’s that?”

I turned—and pain shot through my back. Hawk stood just behind me, grimacing as he held a sparking stun gun against my spine.

“I can rid you of this troublesome man,” Dr. Boddeker chuckled.
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Damn, that hurts!

I cried out in pain, my lips peeling back over my teeth. The stun gun’s blast was so powerful that it forced me to my knees; my vision grayed out as electricity coursed through my veins. Everything below my waist went numb, while every part of my body above it felt like a thousand fire ants were gnawing on it.

“What are you doing!?” Fliss cried. “Stop!”

Dr. Boddeker clucked his tongue. “I’m disappointed in you, Miss Anata,” the doctor said, peering at her over his thick lenses. “You, ah, you were going to tell us eventually about your paramour’s powers? Or did you intend to keep that news close to your chest?”

“Fuck!” I groaned, fighting against the gun.

Hawk dug it deeper into my lower back, reaching for a pair of cuffs hanging from the other side of his belt with his free hand. I caught a glimpse of them from the corner of my eye; they were as black as volcanic glass, studded through with some kind of glowing red material. I sensed that if those things touched my skin, I was in for a world of hurt.

“Jax warned me not to trust you,” Fliss said, tears springing to her eyes. “I should have listened to him!”

“Listen to him? That’s, hmm, the biggest mistake you could possibly make.” Dr. Boddeker shook his head, giving the proceedings a worried look. “The man you call Jaxon, Miss Anata, is no longer himself. He tried to take the power of the Archon Tablet into himself, and it has destroyed his mind. He’s broken—and he would have tried to hurt you, given enough time.”

What? That didn’t make the slightest goddamn bit of sense.

I could see that Fliss didn’t believe it, either. “You’re lying!” she cried, her hands balling into fists. “Get off of him—!”

Felicity raced forward, but she hadn’t seen the guards already clustered around her. One of them took a swing at her leg, hitting it with a thick riot prod. There was a hideous snap sound, and something between her knee and her ankle gave. She hit the ground screaming, blood oozing between her fingers.

Dr. Boddeker looked scandalized. “You idiots! I told you not to hurt the girl!”

“Stand down!” That was Hawk, who was still trying to force me to the ground so he could cuff me. “The woman’s not a threat! Our intelligence indicates the man’s the one the Tablet ascended!”

Ascended? That was a hell of a word for it.

“You see, we—ahh—we interviewed the people who were at the museum that day,” Dr. Boddeker explained. “Took energy readings from around the Tablet, as well. Someone in the museum managed to embed a fragment of the Archon Tablet’s power inside themselves.” He crossed his arms over his chest, frowning deeply. “You’ve been hiding a little secret from us, haven’t you, Miss Anata?”

Three men stepped forward and took hold of Fliss. It was total overkill—with her leg shattered, she couldn’t walk, much less fight back. Tears of pain streamed from her eyes as she looked down at her shattered tibia. Her foot hung at a weird angle.

“Let him go,” Fliss cried. “I’m the one who got him into this! It’s me you want!”

“We, ah, want both of you,” Dr. Boddeker explained with a smile. “You’re the greatest expert on the Archon Tablet we know, and Mr. Bryant here has a shard of something he can’t understand buried inside of him. You’re going to help us get it, Miss Anata. And you’re going to help us repair the tablet.”

“Fuck you!” Fliss snarled. I was proud of her for managing a response through what must have been exquisite agony.

“Now now, language,” Dr. Boddeker teased. “Very unbecoming of a woman of your caliber—”

Hawk twisted, trying to grab my wrist. The movement caused the stun gun to lose contact with my back for a fraction of a second—but a fraction of a second was all I needed. I closed my eyes and reached for the Aether Blades, muttering the word Aetherium as quietly as I could as I activated my powers.

The glowing shield snapped to life across my back, pushing both Hawk and his hated stun gun back a step.

“Oh no!” Dr. Boddeker cried, his hologram pointing at the shield. “He’s activated his powers! Stop him!”

The guards holding Fliss dropped her and went for their weapons. All three of them drew their pistols as one, getting a bead on me. A second from now, the bullets would be flying.

I had to make sure they didn’t hit.

With a roar, I shot to my feet, shifting the shield. It snapped from my back to my chest just in time: all three pistols exploded, the cracks of the weapons almost deafeningly loud in the laboratory. Bullets pinged off of the glowing red shield, cracking it but failing to break through. Slugs dropped to the ground, compressed by the hit, with tiny plumes of smoke rising from them as they hit the floor.

I pushed right past Dr. Boddeker’s hologram, summoning a handful of shards as I did so. The good doctor twisted with me, his jaw dropped and his finger moving to point at me as I tossed glittering shards like ninja stars at the three men standing over Fliss.

Two of them ducked away, but the third wasn’t fast enough. The shard took him in the throat. Blood poured from the wound as he grasped at his neck, gasping, and collapsed.

One down, I thought. Five to go. Plus Hawk—

I’d forgotten about Hawk.

I turned just in time to see the stun gun flashing. Hawk held it in front of his face, and had been aiming it between my shoulder blades. Only the fact that he wanted to capture rather than kill me had saved my life—he could have easily shot me in the back while I’d been defending myself from the men hurting Fliss.

Dumb luck, I guess.

He was fast, but I was no slouch. I’d been sparring with Fliss’s Valkyrie form for days now, and she was far faster and more lethal than Hawk could ever hope to be. I aimed a quick kick at his balls, forcing him to back up a step, then swung the shield I’d kept over my chest, using it like a battering ram.

Hawk dove out of the way, rolling across the floor. “Take cover!” he roared, alerting the other guards left in the room. “He’s got throwing knives!”

I’ve got more than that, asshole, I thought, turning. Hawk was too dangerous to leave alone—he’d almost gotten the drop on me once. I wouldn’t let him have a clear shot at me again.

I chased him across the room, summoning another brace of Aether Shards. The shield I shifted to my back, letting it trail behind me like a cape. If any of Dr. Boddeker’s other goons took a shot at me, hopefully the barrier of energy would either stop it or cause it to miss me.

Hawk ran into the stacks, seeking cover. He darted towards a gap between two rows, and I tossed a shard in front of him. It pierced the ‘R’ in a line of encyclopedias, and when I clapped my hands the explosion made him scream with pain and rage.

“Stop him, stop him!” Dr. Boddeker raged. I knew it must have been killing the man to watch all this up close without being able to do anything about it. He just had to stand there, raging in hologram mode, ranting and pointing his finger at everything except for his own twisted heart. “Bring him down already, you nitwits! The Tablet is useless if we don’t have them!”

At the last moment, Hawk spun, drawing his pistol. There was no time to move the shield—and even if I did, it left me wide open to another attack from behind. Thinking fast, I chucked a shard at the floor and ducked, clapping my hands to ignite it.

The resulting shockwave sent Hawk sprawling. His arms shot upwards, his finger pulling the trigger and sending a bullet into the ceiling of the laboratory. He looked utterly pissed, as if he couldn’t believe he’d been outwitted.

I wasn’t going to give him another chance.

I ran forward and socked him in the gut as hard as I could, reaching for the power of the Archon System as I did. Tiny little shards popped from between my fingers like brass knuckles, leaving gashes in his stomach that were shallow but wide. Blood stained his shirt, and the pistol fell from his fingers and fell to the carpet.

I scooped it up before he could and gave him a punch in the jaw for good measure. The gun was warm in my hands; there were still bullets in the chamber.

“Enough,” I growled, keeping the gun pointed at the now kneeling Hawk. “Don’t move, or I shoot. All of you other than Hawk get the fuck out of here. I’ve got your guy—”

I looked up.

All six of the other guards were standing in a C-shaped formation, their guns at the ready. Five of them had their pistols pointed at me—while the sixth had hauled Fliss to her feet and had their gun pressed against her temple. Fliss panted, her eyes wild with fright, while the men holding her hostage just smirked at me.

“Ah, no, Mr. Bryant,” the hologram of Dr. Boddeker said. “I believe we’ve got your girl. Now put that weapon down, or we’ll blow her brains out.”

Tears streamed down Fliss’s face. Looking at her like that hurt my heart.

But dying would hurt even more.

“You wouldn’t dare,” I growled, glancing over at the glowing blue hologram. “You said it yourself—you need her. The Archon Tablet’s useless without her—”

“I can find a way,” Dr. Boddeker said, sounding haughty and pretentious. “The secrets of the Tablet will yield to the Obsidian Eye sooner or later. Sooner, with Miss Anata’s help—but I’ll settle for later if it gets me what I want.”

He meant it, too. Deep in his heart, this narcissistic bastard believed there was no obstacle he couldn’t overcome. Even that broken, used up Tablet with the symbols of Heaven and Hell dueling for space across the charred stone was nothing more than a speed bump on his road to success.

Against self-absorption like that, I had no weapon that could prosper.

With a grimace, I tossed the pistol to the ground.

“Jax,” Fliss whimpered, writhing in the guard’s grip. “Don’t—”

The guard punched Felicity in the stomach. A growl like a rabid animal escaped me, and it took everything I had not to leap on top of the man and gouge his eyes out with my fingers. Only the five guns pointed right at my skull held me back.

“Very good,” Doctor Boddeker said. Something inside of him relaxed, and I saw him wipe his forehead, like he was chiding himself for ever doubting his men. “Very good, yes. You see what I mean, Miss Anata? Your boyfriend is a, hmm, ticking time bomb waiting to explode. It’s best that we bring him in and put him on ice. If we can get whatever’s gotten into him out of his head, we might even be able to save his life…”

I shivered, thinking of what ‘put me on ice’ meant. I pictured waking up in a bathtub full of ice with no kidneys; this was probably even worse. I’d probably never wake up at all.

Fliss was shaking. She glanced up at the guard holding the gun, her terrified eyes meeting his impassive gaze. For a moment, her jaw shifted, and the gears behind those brown orbs turned. Then she seemed to come to a decision. She sighed.

“Fuck it,” Fliss whispered.

“This is all for the best,” the doctor said. He was in soothing mode now, assured of his victory. “We’ll help Jaxon, Miss Anata. And while we do, you can aid us in repairing the Archon Tablet. There may be hope for humanity yet.”

Fliss laughed.

All six of the guards froze. A strange look flickered across Hawk’s face, and I saw him glance over at the fallen gun. I summoned a shard between my fingers, letting him see the glow, and he stopped moving.

“You’re an idiot, Dr. Boddeker,” Fliss said. She sounded almost sad about it, like the man she’d looked up to as a paragon of science ever since she was a girl had just been revealed to be nothing but a fraud. In a way, he had. “I can’t believe I ever trusted you. That my father ever trusted you.”

Dr. Boddeker let out a rueful little laugh. “My dear, if you live as long as I have, you’ll learn the awful truth. Power is the only thing that matters in this world. Trust, friendship, love—these are all simply irrelevant to the matter at hand.”

“Power?” Fliss asked.

The hologram of the doctor looked intrigued. “Why, yes,” he said, seeing an opportunity to pontificate. “You see, power is an ontological necessity, caused by humanity’s need to survive under the impossible conditions of the Bellum Aeternum—”

“You have no idea how much power I have,” Fliss whispered.

The doctor fell silent, his lips twisting in confusion.

And Fliss transformed.

A bright white light erupted from her body as she became the Valkyrie. The guards surrounding her screamed in shock, all of them falling away from her as she seared the air around her with the force of her brand.

All save for one.

When the light cleared, the man who’d dared to hold a gun to Fliss’s head was already dead. The spear on her back took him underneath the chin when it materialized, and a shrug of her shoulders forced the weapon through the roof of his mouth and into his skull. The gun fell from his nerveless fingers, sliding across the carpet.

“Good God,” Hawk whispered. “She’s one of them, too…”

She was the sexiest and most dangerous thing I’d ever seen in my life. Her thick blonde braid hung down her back, and the light danced off of her skintight armor. In her left hand she held the ice blue sword she’d used to spar with me a dozen times over the last few days. Her eyes were as cold as a glacier, and her lips were curled in a sneer of self-righteousness.

“Oh shit!” For once, Dr. Boddeker had no clever interjections. The man was so frightened that he crouched down and backed away, apparently forgetting that he was just a holographic projection and couldn’t be harmed.

Fliss glanced over at the dead man with a smirk. She grabbed the spear on her back and drew it, popping the point out of the man’s skull as she swung him to the floor. The other guards stared at him, terror in their faces. They knew they had no chance to defeat her.

They knew they were going to die.

So did Hawk. Which was why he did what he did next.

Before I could stop him, the man lunged away from me, going for the gun.

In a perfect world, I’d have got him before he got a step away from me. I had the Aether Blades, and I knew how to use them, but I’d been distracted by Fliss. In my defense, she was damned distracting in that metal corset.

But Fliss saw him even before he moved. Her lips formed a tight little line as she lifted the sword and tossed it with all her might, point first.

It soared across the room. Dr. Boddeker’s head whipped to the side as he watched it pass his hologram, the blade getting so close that a part of his projection momentarily distorted. A high-pitched whine of pure fright escaped his lips as he watched the sword fly towards its target.

Hawk got his fingers around the gun, rolled onto his back and pointed it at me—and died.

The sword took him right through the ear. The point punched through his eardrum, hitting with such force that the weapon slammed right out of the other side of his head, leaving nothing but a mass of gore. What was left of Hawk dropped the weapon and slumped to the carpet, unmoving.

“That’s for you,” the Valkyrie said, her voice as deep and imperious as an opera maven. “Help me kill these bastards, Jax!”

“N-no, wait!” Dr. Boddeker waved his hands like a referee trying to call for a time out. “Hang on a second! We don’t have to do this—!”

But it was already done.

Fliss moved like a whirlwind, dancing through the laboratory. The shy, nerdy girl I loved so much was nowhere to be seen, and in her place was a goddess of death—one who’d just turned this building into her chapel of worship. She sprang up behind one of the guards and stuck the hilt of the spear under his chin, tugging it so hard with both hands that his neck shattered. Before the man hit the ground, she’d spun away, swinging the spear like a golf club to pierce another guard from his scrotum to his Adam's apple.

Guns fired, going off like popcorn pops in the world’s most macabre microwave. Fliss ignored them, even as one pinged off of her breastplate and ricocheted across the laboratory. I doubted even a direct hit could harm her now. Fuck, she was glowing as she killed.

The truly terrifying part was the look on Fliss’s face as she hunted and killed each guard one after the other. It wasn’t the steely, remorseless look of a trained killer, or the rueful but determined gaze of a paladin smiting evil. Felicity looked gleeful, like a serial killer in the middle of a spree. Like killing those guys was fun for her.

The last guard left made a break for the stairs, throwing down his weapon. He babbled like a little boy as he ran for his life, crying and screaming with his arms over his head. He made it all the way to the first step when Fliss’s spear took him in the back, punching right through his chest.

He leaned over and placed his cheek against the wall, then died. The angle of the spear propped him up against the doorframe, so that he hung there rather than falling. Like a ghoulish haunted house decoration.

Dr. Boddeker was still ranting. “No, you fools! Get it together! There are two of them now, and…” He trailed off. “Shit, there’s no one left, is there?”

“There’s not.” I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, then summoned one large shard, the size of a sword. “Just you.”

For a moment, the good doctor looked like he might piss his pants. Then he remembered he wasn’t really in the room with us, and relaxed.

“Well, if nothing else, I should thank you,” the man said, regaining some of his composure. “That was a truly impressive display of power. Did both of you manage to ascend yourselves using the Archon Tablet before it was destroyed? Or did you somehow locate two Tablets, Miss Aneta?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Fliss was still in her battle-Valkyrie form, sexy as hell in her thigh high boots. The blood staining her armor and her lacy little skirt barely detracted from the overall effect of her outfit.

Dr. Boddeker held up his hands. “Listen. We got off on the wrong foot. This has all been, hmm, one giant misunderstanding…”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

“You’re fucking shameless,” I said, glancing over at the power pack connected to the hologram generator. “We just slaughtered seven of your men without blinking. What chance do you have against us?”

“Oh, I think you’ll find that the Eye is a great deal… hmm… more capable than you believe,” the man muttered cryptically. He held up a finger, making a face like a lightbulb just went off over his head. “Miss Aneta, I have just made a snap decision!”

“Save it for someone who gives a shit,” the Valkyrie growled. “Babe, I’m getting tired of listening to this asshole.”

“W-w-wait!” the doctor cried. “You haven’t heard my offer yet! Full acceptance into the Eye. Honored Matron rank for you, Initiate for your, ah, male companion. But with full privileges—!”

I chucked the shard at the power supply, piercing it through in a single clean stroke. Smoke poured from it, and the image of Dr. Boddeker began to flicker.

“This isn’t over,” the man said. For one moment, all his good humor dropped away and I saw him for the snake that he truly was, deep down inside. The Eye will have those powers. We will be the ones standing on the top of the heap when humanity is ascendent over Heaven and Hell—”

“The only thing you’re going to be standing on top of is a mountain of dead bodies,” Fliss snarled. “Offer denied. Jaxon, would you do the honors?”

“Gladly,” I said, smirking at the look on Dr. Boddeker’s face.

Before he could say something clever, I clapped my hands.

The shard lodged in the power supply exploded, blowing the whole thing up in a single burst. The hologram unraveled, dissolving before my eyes. Dr. Boddeker was gone.

We’d won.


10

“I’ll be okay,” Fliss said, her teeth chattering up a storm. “Just… just give me a minute…”

After the fight, Felicity had managed to stay in her Valkyrie form for long enough to dispose of the bodies. Together, we dragged the corpses of Hawk and the rest of the Eye’s attack team down a maintenance hallway, stopping only when we reached a section of the subway tunnels that hadn’t been filled in when the city shut the whole place down.

It wasn’t much of a burial. But it was probably just about what the men who’d tried to kill us both deserved.

Fliss seemed perfectly fine through all of this. If anything she was jazzed, even a little aroused by the glory of combat. She’d had her hands all over me on the walk back to the laboratory, and her skintight armor had barely been able to contain her. I’d been certain at the time that the two of us were going to fall together as soon as we were alone and start rutting like animals.

Then she transformed back, and everything changed.

“I’m right here,” I told the brunette, holding her close. “It’s okay. You’re safe. Everything is alright now…”

At first when Fliss started shaking, my dumb ass put her in the shower. I thought she was cold; then I thought she was going into shock. Only I couldn’t see any injuries she’d sustained in the fight. The bone that Dr. Boddeker’s guards shattered with their riot prods had fully healed when she went back to human form, like they’d never laid a finger on her.

It wasn’t until we dragged our now clean bodies into bed that I realized what was really going on. Fliss had never been through anything like that before. She was still struggling to process it. How dangerous it was. How close she’d come to death.

And more than that, how good it had felt.

“It… it all happened so fast,” Fliss whispered. Her teeth were still chattering like she was standing in a blizzard, even though we had the blankets cocooned around us. “I wasn’t thinking. Those men, they’d hurt me so bad… and they’d hurt you. I j–j-just wanted to stop them…”

“I know, babe,” I told her, stroking her hair. “I know.”

She’d been like this for fifteen minutes now. I knew that time was of the essence, especially now that the Eye knew where we were hiding. But I couldn’t bring myself to try and pressure Fliss to get out of the bed. Not until she’d had a chance to work through her feelings.

“No,” she said, making a face. “No, that’s not true, is it? I could have stopped them without killing them all.”

“They were trying to kill you,” I grunted. “They’d gotten a damn sight there already.”

But Fliss was shaking her head. “I didn’t have to kill them so brutally—so viciously,” she said. Her eyes were faraway, like she was replaying the death and destruction on a loop in her head. “Shit, I threw a spear through a man’s chest! I pierced his heart like a nail gun, Jax. I was a monster…”

I’d heard just about enough of my girlfriend beating herself up. “Fliss,” I said, cupping her chin. “Look at me.”

She did. Her eyes were as big as a doe’s, like one of the paintings in the museum where she worked. She was naked under those covers, and I couldn’t quite ignore that even as I knew this was probably the worst possible moment to try and get some nookie.

“This wasn’t your fault,” I told her. “Those men would have either killed us, or captured us. With the way Dr. Boddeker was talking, I’m not sure being captured wouldn’t have been a fate worse than death.”

Fliss frowned. “But I didn’t have to enjoy it like that,” she said, shaking her head. “It was almost… almost sexual. Like I got a thrill out of killing those guys…”

“Battle frenzy,” I told her. “Berserker rage. There’s stories about it all throughout history—people losing themselves in the heat of battle. The wires for sex and violence getting all crossed up in the middle of a battlefield situation. You’re not the first person to struggle with this, Fliss. And you won’t be the last.”

She batted her eyes at me. “You’re not struggling with it,” she whispered.

I sighed. I had a feeling she’d bring that up. “That’s different,” I said.

“How?”

“Well, for starters, I only killed the one guy,” I said. Even that was questionable—I’d put a spike through his neck, but for all I knew it was one of Fliss’s explosions that dealt the finishing blow. I’d gladly accept the credit, though, if it would make her feel better about the whole thing. “And I had a reason for it. One that I consider ironclad.”

Fliss blinked. “What’s that?”

I was surprised she didn’t already know. “You,” I said, putting a hand on her lower back and pulling her to me. “When I killed that angel and that demon in the museum, I was doing it to protect you. When we fought those guards, I was thinking the whole time about saving you.”

A little laugh escaped Fliss’s lips. “I can handle myself,” she said, glancing at one of her hands. “The Valkyrie, she’s powerful. Scary powerful.”

“I know,” I told Fliss. “It’s not her who needs my protection.”

Fliss chewed on that for a while. Finally her shaking began to slow, and she relaxed against me. “I’ve had a thought,” she said, snuggling up against me.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” She nodded. “If you’re protecting me when we’re fighting bad guys, then I can be protecting you at the same time. And if I’m protecting you, Jax, then I think I can stomach all the nasty shit. Maybe.” She glanced away, making a face. “I still don’t like it, though. The thing I become when the Valkyrie takes over.”

“I know, sweetheart,” I assured her. “Listen. The Gates of Hell are starting to open. If this is really going to be the end of the world, then you and I are going to have to have lots more fights like this one. We’ve got to put our past selves behind, and become who we’re meant to be. People need us, you know?”

I could see my words sinking in. Fliss pursed her lips, rolling onto her side as she gave my words some thought. “That’s… a little different,” she admitted. “I don’t mind fighting demons. Even angels—although it’s a little weird when you grew up thinking of them with harps and halos. It’s just people that’s the problem.”

I was nodding. “It’s tough,” I told her. “I wish I could tell you it gets easier over time. But it never does.”

Fliss blinked. “This wasn’t your first time killing someone?” she asked.

Shit.

“No,” I said, my lips forming a tight little line. “No, Fliss, it was not.”

The brunette swallowed hard. Her eyes were like two stars in the darkness, watching me with a mixture of ear and excitement. “Can I—?”

“No,” I said with a grunt. “Not right now. It’s a long story, and I… I don’t really want to go into it right now. Okay?”

Fliss nibbled her bottom lip. This wasn’t something she knew about me—honestly, it was the sort of topic I’d kind of hoped we could go a good long while without ever broaching. What had happened happened so long ago that it felt like it happened to another person, and a lot of the time I felt like I’d convinced myself that it had happened to another person.

But there it was again.

At least Fliss didn’t look like she was judging me. That part was nice.

“Can I ask you just one thing?” she whispered.

I had a feeling I knew what she was going to say. “Yes,” I whispered back.

She cleared her throat. “Did—”

“I already said yes.”

Fliss froze, her brows furrowing together.

“Yes,” I said, answering the question I knew was on her lips. “He deserved it. He deserved it a thousand times over, Fliss. The man I killed—if the Gates of Hell are really starting to open, then I know he’s one of the ones in there. That’s where that bastard went.”

The vehemence in my own voice shocked me. It shocked Fliss, too, though she managed to hide it better than I had.

“That’s what I was going to ask,” she said, trembling a little bit in my arms. “I won’t pry, Jax. Whatever happened, I know you did the right thing.”

“Thank you,” I said, meaning it. It had been a long damn time since someone had taken me at my word where that little tidbit was concerned.

We were silent together for a long time. I was just starting to work up the nerve to tell Felicity we needed to abandon the laboratory when she cleared her throat and spoke once more.

“I don’t know how I’m going to live with myself when this is all over,” Fliss muttered, shaking her head. “Angels, Demons, the Eye… there’s a new World War breaking out right now, Jax. And we’re right on the front lines.”

“I’m going to want you to tell me more about the Eye,” I told my girlfriend. “Maybe you can do it on the road.”

That made her do a double-take. “The road?”

“Yeah,” I said. “We’ve got to get out of here, Fliss. You didn’t really think we could stay, did you?”

She blinked, giving me a shocked look. “I… I wasn’t really thinking about it,” she admitted. “I’ve just been processing everything that happened during the fight.”

“Dr. Boddeker probably started putting together another strike team as soon as the first one was dead,” I explained. “I’m sure he took a little break to put on a new pair of pants after we were done with him, but that still means he’s got assholes zeroing in on our position. If the Eye’s got any contacts in Heaven or Hell, I’m willing to bet he’s tipped them off to our location, too.”

Fliss’s jaw dropped open. “But why? I thought he needed to capture us, not kill us!”

I was already shaking my head. “We’ve proven that we can’t be controlled,” I told my girlfriend. “Dr. Boddeker won’t risk bringing us in alive—not after he saw what the Valkyrie can do.” I pursed my lips in thought. “From the questions he asked you, I don’t think he knows about the branding yet. He hasn’t figured out that it was me who gave you the powers, not the Archon Tablet.”

“He definitely hasn’t,” Fliss agreed. “Wait. You think that’s a bad thing, don’t you?”

It gratified me to know she was following my train of thought. “If I can create more people like me, that makes me infinitely more valuable to someone like Dr. Boddeker,” I explained. “If he knew that, he wouldn’t risk killing me—he’d make sure his goons were instructed to capture me by any means necessary. Because he doesn’t know that, he thinks his best shot at gaining the power is to find some way to fix the Archon Tablet.”

“Which he has no idea is now useless,” Fliss added, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Oh Jax, you’re too fucking much…”

“I’m glad I’m making you laugh,” I told Fliss. “Because you’re not going to like this next part.”

Her face fell. “Why? What’s that?”

“We’re leaving,” I told her, gently peeling back the covers. “Now.”

“Now?” Fliss reluctantly got out of bed. “But where the hell will we go?”

“I know a place,” I told the brunette, swinging my legs over the bed. My clothes had been thoroughly cleaned after the attack from Dr. Boddekers’ goons, and were folded into a nice, neat little pile on the floor. I started dressing as I talked. “Somewhere it’ll take the Eye a good long while to find us.”

Fliss looked skeptical. “Jax, they have magic,” she said.

“I know. I’ve got ways around that.”

“Oh what? You know a magician?”

“Kinda.” I shrugged as I threw on my shirt, standing up from the bed. “If she’s not one, she’s pretty damn close.”

The covers gave a little jerk as Fliss started. “She?”

“Oh come on,” I said, favoring Fliss with a smirk. “Don’t get jealous on me now, Fliss…”

She sat up straighter, giving me the look.

Any man who’s ever been in a relationship with a woman knows the look. It’s the green-eyed monster, the jealous scowl, the little expression that lets you know you’re in for a whole world of hurt. From just about any other girl I’d ever been with, that look would have meant Fliss dragging her feet and kicking up a fuss for the entire rest of the trip.

Instead, Fliss shook herself, then smiled.

“Sorry,” she blurted. “I’m not a jealous girl, really. I’m just… this has all been a lot to take in, okay? And I keep forgetting that you barely know me. Even though all of this has been super intense, we’ve only been together for like a week…”

Hey. I could get with that. Honestly, I was so shocked by her capacity for self-criticism that I felt like giving her a standing ovation.

“I know, babe,” I told her, pulling her in for another hug. “But this is real. It’s about as real as it gets. You know I care about you a whole hell of a lot, right?”

Fliss nodded, giving me a nervous look. “I do. Um, actually, there’s kind of something I wanted to ask you…?”

Hmm? I hadn’t expected this. We were running low on time, but I wanted to know what she was thinking.

“Speak your mind,” I said.

Fliss nibbled her bottom lip, unable to meet my gaze. She waited for so long that I thought she really wasn’t going to say anything, or perhaps that she’d been struck speechless due to some esoteric side-effect of her Valkyrie transformation. When she did finally speak, it was in a voice just a hair above a whisper.

“The other night, when I told you I love your sense of humor…” She glanced up at me, meeting my gaze. “You know it wasn’t really your humor I was saying I love, right?”

Suddenly I was grinning like a fool. “I know,” I said. “It was all of it.”

A blush like nothing I’d ever seen before suffused Fliss’s cheeks. “That’s totally weird, right? I mean, it’s cringey. We barely know each other—I don’t even know what your favorite movie is, for God’s sake…!”

With a smile, I pulled her to me and kissed her. Her body felt great against mine, and by the time her tongue slid into my mouth I knew all of her worries had just fallen out of the back of her head. I swapped spit for a while, savoring the feeling of her warm thigh grinding against my cock, then broke the kiss with a grin, giving her a little spank on her round booty as punctuation.

“All of this is weird as hell,” I told her. “Us being in love is the least weird part of it, Fliss. Also, Jurassic Park.”

She blinked. “Huh?”

“You said you didn’t know what my favorite movie was,” I chuckled, before leaning over and sliding on my pants. “It’s Jurassic Park.”

Fliss looked flummoxed. “The dinosaur movie?”

I glanced up at her. “Jurassic Park is far more than just a dinosaur movie,” I said, sounding a little offended. “It’s a cinematic masterpiece.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Fliss said slowly. “I’ve actually never seen it.”

My eyes nearly fell out of my head. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

I put an arm around her waist. “As soon as we get some downtime, I’m going to fix that,” I told her. “Hey, what’s your favorite movie?”

“The Mummy,” Fliss responded without hesitation. “Duh.”

Now it was my turn to look confused. “The… the black and white monster movie?”

“No!” Fliss gave me a playful punch on the shoulder. “The one from the 90’s. You’re telling me you’ve never seen that?”

Now I remembered what she was talking about. “No, I haven’t,” I said. “I guess that makes us even.”

“God, Rachel Weisz in that movie was my idol,” Fliss said, shaking out her long, lustrous locks. “Why do you think I ended up working in a museum, anyway?”

I grinned. “I tell you what,” I promised her. “As soon as we’re out of the shit, we’ll have a movie night. I’ll show you mine, and you show me yours?”

Fliss met my expression with one of her own. “Deal,” she said, giving me a mock handshake. “Now who’s this friend of yours?”

“You’ll see,” I said, moving across the room. We had some packing to do if we were going to get out of here before the cavalry arrived. “I think you and her are going to get along famously, though. Pretty sure she’s seen the same movies as you.”

“That doesn’t mean anything,” Fliss said with a snicker.

“It’s a better framework than what I’ve got,” I told the brunette. “The last time I saw this friend was at her father’s funeral. She wasn’t very happy to see me.”

Fliss got very quiet. “Why not?”

I didn’t really want to tell the story, but I could sense it would be a problem until I did. “Her Dad and I were really close,” I explained. “When he passed, he… he left me some of his stuff. Stuff that she was expecting to get for herself, as part of her own inheritance.” I paused, watching Fliss’s expression change. “I gave all of it to her, mind you. I didn’t need any of it, and I knew it meant the world to her. But she was still upset, just from knowing that Daddy didn’t leave her everything.”

Slowly, Fliss nodded. “Grief does funny things to people,” she agreed. “You think she’s calmed down since then?”

“Hope so,” I told Fliss. “But if she doesn’t, hey—I’ve got a magic shield that blocks bullets.”

Felicity laughed at that. I liked the sound of that laugh, and I especially liked the way it helped dissolve some of the tension in the room. There’d been too much of that lately, especially when we had to dispose of Dr. Boddeker’s goons.

“So how do we get to this friend of yours?” Fliss asked me as we packed.

I thought it over. “We drive,” I said. “We’ll take my truck; it’s reliable. Should take us about a day to get there. Maybe a little more, depending on the back roads.”

Fliss nodded. “And if we run into any trouble along the way?”

I had a plan for that, too. “I do my thing and you do yours,” I said. “Between the two of us, we ought to be able to handle whatever comes.”

The Valkyrie and the Powermancer. On a road trip to see a woman who Fliss had never met before, and might not even be able to help us. Who might not want to see me.

What could possibly go wrong?  
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Fliss and I hit the road in the nick of time.

With the open highway ahead of us and Traverse in our rearview mirror, the two of us were finally able to relax a bit. Even the news stories trickling in over the radio about mysterious ‘disappearances’ and ‘acts of vandalism’ were only minor annoyances: white noise in the overall scheme of things. Even if a few nasty things were happening around the margins, most of the people in the middle were still having a grand old time.

Fliss and I weren’t in the middle any longer. But we tried to pretend to be.

I traveled south along the highway, then switched things up and headed west. Other than a few stops for gas and snacks, we didn’t make any stops, and we never traded the wheel. I felt perfectly fine driving, while Fliss was able to put her feet up and get some sleep.

I kept one eye on the road and one eye on the skies. The possibility of some rogue angel swooping in to try and kill us was never far from my mind, though the further away from Traverse we drove, the harder it was to remember everything about the Bellum Aeternum and the Gates of Hell. Those were night terrors, things that evaporated in the cold, clear light of day.

And there was a hell of a lot of light.

The landscape steadily changed as we traveled west. The flat ground gave way to rocky hills as we left the midwest behind and traveled down the border of the Great American West. Somewhere far out there were the Rocky Mountains, and beyond that, California and the West Coast.

We weren’t going that far. I had no intention of ever going back to the West Coast again—not if I could possibly help it. That part of the country reminded me of my company; reminded me that I’d once lived a life very, very different from this one.

One that I didn’t want to go back to.

When Fliss woke up, we were driving through endless fields of corn. They surrounded the truck on both sides, the stalks so tall that they formed an impenetrable wall. They stretched for as far as the eye could see, wan and golden under the piercing blue sky.

“Holy hell,” she muttered, wiping her eyes as she shook off her slumber. “Where the heck are you taking me, Jax? This is the country.”

“God’s country,” I said with a snicker. “This is Iowa, Fliss. Not much out here except for corn and wheat.”

And one woman I haven’t seen in a very long time, I thought.

Fliss nodded. “You know what’s weird? I haven’t even asked you where our destination is.”

“What’s weird about that?” I asked.

She glanced over at me with a knowing little grin. “I don’t know. I’m in a truck with a man I barely know, on the run from a bunch of supernatural creatures and a secret organization full of assholes. I should be asking a million questions, except I’m just… not.” She leaned back in her seat and crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “I just trust you, I guess.”

“I trust you, too,” I said. “That’s why I branded you.”

Fliss snickered. “Bullshit. You did that because it felt good.”

I decided to play her game. “No, it felt good for you,” I shot back, grinning. “You were creaming your panties the entire time, as I recall…”

Fliss cut through my words with a massive yawn. “Shit!” she said, wiping her mouth. “I need some coffee. Are you sure you don’t want me to drive?”

“I can handle it,” I said, keeping my eyes on the road. “I saw a sign a little ways back—there should be a gas station a few miles up the road. We can fuel up and get some caffeine there.” I paused. “Cedar Rapids.”

“Hmm?”

“That’s where we’re going,” I said with a sigh. “Cedar Rapids, Iowa. Where I grew up.”

Fliss took a second to process that. “I thought you told me you lived on the West Coast.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I moved there for college and started my company out in California. But I was born out in the sticks. In corn country.” I peered into the stalks of the stuff, as if there might be hidden memories lurking in between all those ears. “Nothing much to do out here.”

A little ways down the road, the cornfields retreated for a spell. A travel stop nearby contained a gas station, a McDonalds, and something called Popsicol that looked like it sold boutique ice cream. Fliss and I both got Quarter Pounders and coffees, and I filled the tank on the old truck.

When I slipped back into my seat, Fliss was already eating hers. “You didn’t wait for me,” I said, mock upset.

“I’m staaah-ving,” Fliss said around a mouthful of burger, giving me those cute eyes. “Sorry!”

It was okay. We pulled out of the parking lot without incident and got back on the highway. The angels and demons I’d been afraid of had failed to materialize.

I ate my burger quickly, chowing down with my eyes on the road. The coffee I’d been given was too hot to drink right away, but by the time I was finished eating it was the perfect temperature to sip. I did so, thinking a few things over while Fliss finished her own food.

“There’s a couple things I wanted to ask you,” I said, putting the coffee in the cup holder. “If you don’t mind?”

Fliss shook her head. “Fire away,” she said, leaning back in her seat. She looked like she was ready to drift off into another nap. “I’m an open book. I wanted to be a librarian when I grew up, actually, but I ended up working in a museum. And I’m a Valkyrie battle goddess, too, apparently.”

“That’s part of what I wanted to ask you about,” I said, giving her a glance before returning my attention to the road. “The Eye. What the hell is it? And what kind of work did your father do for those people?”

Fliss was quiet for a few long moments. “They’re called the Obsidian Eye,” she whispered, taking a sip of her coffee. “That’s the official name—though everyone who works for them just refers to it as the Eye.”

“What are they?” I asked. “Like a secret society or something?”

Fliss snorted. “They’re hardly secret,” she said. “Every occult agency in the world knows about them. They’ve got their fingers in all kinds of pies.”

Sure. But normal people still had no idea that they existed. “What the hell do they want?”

Fliss let out a little laugh. “What clandestine groups always want,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Power. More power. And total power.”

I couldn’t help but snicker. “World domination?”

Fliss made a face. “I don’t think the Eye cares that much about the world, to tell you the truth,” she said, drawing up her knees before putting her heels on the dashboard. “Their focus is all on the Bellum Aeternum. The endless war between Heaven and Hell—the one war that has neither beginning nor end.”

“They want to end that?”

Fliss looked at me. “They want to win it.”

A chill went down my spine. “How do they plan to do that?”

“By unlocking humanity’s innate potential.” Fliss looked down at her hands, and I knew she was thinking about the Valkyrie. “Turning us into the things that we could be, instead of the things that we are. The way you did to me, when you put this brand on my neck.”

I’d been thinking about that. “You told me that humanity used to have these powers in droves,” I said, letting my theory roll out. “That we nearly triumphed over both Heaven and Hell, but some great catastrophe happened. One that sunk all of our cities under the sea?”

Fliss was nodding. “Atlantis. Ys. All those legends.”

I remembered. I’d always thought they were nothing but legends.

“Well,” I said, “the angel at the museum who attacked us kept calling me something strange. It was like bear-man or something like that. At first I thought he was accusing me of being some kind of bear shifter, like a werewolf. But it wasn’t anything like that.”

“Baernan,” Fliss said, pronouncing the word correctly. “I know. I looked it up after the museum.”

That took me by surprise. “You did?”

Fliss nodded. “It’s an old word—medieval. It describes someone who places brands, usually for livestock.” She snickered ruefully. “Except not for livestock in your case.”

Brander. Yeah, that made sense.

“I think that angel knew what I was before I did,” I told Fliss. “I think he’d seen people like me before. And he was pissed off that the baernans were back.”

That’s right. The baernans were back in town. Heaven and Hell were both going to need to contend with that.

Over in the passenger seat, Fliss was giving the road a studied look. “You’re right,” she said after a few moments of thought. “We’re playing with abilities that haven’t been seen in the mortal world in a long, long time. That’s going to reverse the balance of power for sure.”

“And the Eye wants to get their hands on it,” I said, my fingers tightening against the steering wheel. “My powers, that is. The Archon System.” I paused as something I hadn’t thought about until now rose to the surface of my mind. “Could Dr. Boddeker even do that?”

“Do what?” Fliss asked.

“Remove my powers,” I said, thinking it over. “I guess he could try and remove your brand to get access to your abilities, but I don’t have a brand. I was given my powers directly from the Archon Tablet itself.”

A little shudder traveled down Fliss’s spine. “I really have no idea,” she said. “I don’t think Dr. Boddeker knows, either. Now that I’m seeing the man clearly, I’m realizing that he was always a mad scientist. My father was willing to look past his eccentricities in order to gain access to the Eye’s resources, but I won’t work with someone like that…”

I grit my teeth. “That’s another thing. You should have told me about the Eye, straight up.”

“What!?” Fliss looked shocked.

“All this shit came out of left field for me,” I told the brunette. It felt bad to be fighting with her, especially when things between us had been going so goddamn good right up until now, but I needed to make this clear. I figured Felicity was a good enough girl to handle a little venting. “The Obsidian Eye. Dr. Boddeker. You never told me about any of this! Shit, just knowing that your Dad had one foot in all this stuff back in the day might have helped me figure out all this angel and demon stuff a lot quicker!”

From the look on her face, Fliss hadn’t realized that. Now she was thinking about it, and realized she’d done wrong. Her lips locked together in shame, and suddenly she was very interested in checking out the mirrors on her side of the truck.

“I didn’t…” Fliss began. She cut herself off and tried again. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I should have been more up front with you from the beginning.”

“Damn right,” I said. But I was already beginning to warm back up. Just hearing Fliss apologize instead of defending herself was so different from my previous romantic partners that I sort of felt like I was sharing the cab of my truck with a fucking unicorn.

“I guess I didn’t think you’d believe me,” Fliss continued. She crossed one leg over the other, frowning. “I’ve tried to tell parts of this story before. To co-workers at the museum, to people I was friends with in my courses at college. It never went well.”

“They didn’t believe you?”

Fliss snorted and rolled her eyes. “It’s like telling someone you think the Earth is flat. Or that reptilians secretly control the government, and the IRS is a secret front to hide an international organ trafficking ring.” She picked at a thread on the knee of her jeans, her brows furrowing in irritation. “Sometimes I think the Eye is behind all of that. All of these crazy conspiracy theories that float around the Internet. They seed communities with this shit, so that anyone who talks about the Bellum Aeternum gets lumped in with all those crazies…!”

I didn’t have the heart to tell Fliss that if I hadn’t seen an angel fighting a demon with my own two eyes, I’d have been one of those lumpers. She was right that all of this sounded completely batshit insane—like something a guy in a tinfoil hat on a street corner would rant at you about while you were waiting for the DON’T WALK sign to change.

The only thing that made the Bellum Aeternum different from all those other crackpot theories is that it happened to be true.

Both of us were silent in the cab for a few minutes. The only sounds were the roar of my old truck’s engine as we racked up the miles and the occasional little sigh from Fliss as she shifted her position in her seat. Finally, I glanced over at her and smiled.

“Well, you’re in luck,” I told the brunette.

Fliss looked back at me and laughed. “What do you mean by that?”

“This person we’re going to meet likes crazies,” I said, turning my attention back to the road with a snicker. “She’s got a few conspiracy theories of her own, in fact. Has a show about ‘em and everything…”

To me, that was a perfectly benign thing to say. But Fliss suddenly sat up straight, moving her feet from the dashboard to the floor beneath the passenger seat. Her eyes widened, and her face paled a few shades.

“Jax,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “Are you taking me to see a podcaster?”

She said it like I was threatening to dump her in a tank full of snakes.

“Um.” I let out a nervous chuckle. “I mean, that’s one of her interests. I wouldn’t call her a podcaster, per se. Though I have listened to a couple of her episodes from time to time…”

Fliss didn’t reply. “What?” I asked.

A strange smile flickered across her face. “I’m just wondering,” she said. “Whether or not it’s safer to head back and take my chances with the armies of Hell.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “I think you’re a little too late,” I told the brunette. “You’re kind of stuck with me now. Put my brand on you and everything.”

As we rumbled down the road, Fliss put her hand to the back of her neck. I could tell when her fingers grazed the brand I'd put there with the Archon System, because her eyelids fluttered and her face flushed like she was touching a very different part of her anatomy.

"I don't mind the brand," she whispered. "Honestly, I kinda like it." She glanced over at me, pursing her pouty lips. "Almost as much as I like you."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah." I knew that, but it was still nice to hear Fliss say it. “I’m not going anywhere, Jax. It’s you and me against the world now. You get that?”

Slowly, I nodded. “I do.” I leaned over and took her hand. “I’m glad that I’ve got you with me, babe.”

Fliss’s blush failed to fade away. “Shit, not as glad as I am that you’re here,” she blurted, shaking her head. “Could you imagine if I had to do all of this by myself?”

“I bet you’d handle yourself pretty well,” I mused, my gaze sliding to the side as we passed a station wagon moving too slowly in the left lane. “You sell yourself short sometimes, Fliss. You’re a very capable girl.”

“Thanks,” she said. A smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth. “So are you going to do it?”

I felt like we’d jumped into an entirely new conversation without warning. “Do what?”

“Brand her.” Fliss was watching me from the corner of her eye, an interested look on her face. “This friend of yours, who’s so mysterious you won’t even tell me her name—”

“Charlie,” I blurted. “Her name’s Charlie. Why the hell would you think I’d brand her?”

“Because you’re getting her involved in all this,” Fliss said, undaunted. “And once you get involved in the Bellum Aeternum, there’s no going back. The only way you’ll be able to keep your friend safe is to grant them power—and granting them the power of the Archon System will change their life forever. I should know; it’s changed mine.”

“No, that’s bullshit,” I grunted. “I’m not getting Charlie involved in all this. Hell, she’s probably going to take one look at us and throw us both out on our asses. The only thing I need from her is a place to lay low for a bit while the two of us figure out what we’re going to do next.”

“Alright,” Fliss said. “That’s totally fair.”

We drove in silence for a few seconds. “You really think I should brand her?”

A strange smile flickered across Fliss’s features. “Give her the option,” my girlfriend said, something in her tone that I couldn’t quite figure out. “If she’s the kind of girl you’ve told me she is, maybe she’ll want to take the plunge. Find out how deep the rabbit hole goes.”

I snorted. “Okay, Morpheus.”

But Fliss’s words had awakened something in me. It wasn’t just Charlie—anyone we involved in our business from now on was going to have a target on their backs. Did I really want to risk pulling someone who already had issues with me into a supernatural war?

I gripped the wheel, turned up the radio, and tried to block out my worries. It was going to be a long drive to Cedar Rapids.
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Fliss passed out not long after our conversation. She stayed asleep until our next stop for gas and coffee, which didn’t happen until after the sun had gone down. By then, we were on the outskirts of Cedar Rapids proper. Fliss offered to pump the gas, and I headed inside to get coffee, energy drinks and snacks.

When I came back outside she was leaning against the side of my truck, as sultry as a vision from a country music video. For a moment all I could do was stare at her, thinking what a lucky son of a bitch I was to have bagged such a cute, nerdy, awesome girl.

The fact that she could turn into a Valkyrie sex goddess who made me feel like I was cheating on her with her was just the icing on the cake.

“Oh, thank God,” Fliss said, smiling as she took one of the energy drinks from me and cracked it open. “I cannot believe how exhausting the road is. And I’m not even the one driving!”

“Yeah,” I said with a chuckle. The gas counter just kept ticking upward; the tank had been almost empty when we’d pulled in here. “My folks used to go on a lot of road trips when I was a kid. I swear I got the best sleep of my life during some of those.”

Fliss stretched and yawned, as if confirming my hypothesis. “I’ll say.” She glanced over at me with a skeptical eye. “You’re sure you’re still okay driving? I wouldn’t hold it against you if you wanted to take a break after being at it this long.”

I just shook my head. “Nah. I’m good.”

Fliss’s eyes narrowed, the corners of her mouth perking up. “You just don’t want anyone else driving your truck, do you?”

I grinned. She’d caught me. “Nah.”

The brunette rolled her eyes. “Fine, whatever,” she said, taking one of the protein bars I’d bought inside the gas station and peeling back the wrapper. “We’re almost there, anyway. Right?”

“Right,” I agreed. In truth, we still had a little ways to go. It would probably be close to sundown by the time we made it to Charlie’s—though that wouldn’t make much difference to her. “So, look. Before we show up on this lady’s doorstep, there’s a couple of things I need to make clear.”

Fliss chewed her energy bar. “Such as?”

A honk diverted my attention. Several cars on the road near the gas station were embroiled in some kind of pile-up: it was nearly rush hour, and the traffic was getting thick. I made a mental note to keep my eyes on the road and my speed low during the final leg of the journey. Angels and demons were one thing, but cops could end this adventure just as quickly.

I chewed my words over carefully before responding. “Like I said, the last time I met this girl was at her father’s funeral,” I said, keeping my tone neutral. I didn’t really want to think about that awful day—it had been hard on both Charlie and me—but I needed to give Fliss a head’s up. “She wasn’t particularly happy to see me, and I don’t blame her. It’s possible that she might try to throw us out when we get there. Or even call the cops.”

Fliss nodded slowly. “It’s been a long time,” she ventured. “She might have cooled down.”

I kind of doubted it. “When we get there, you let me handle the talking.”

“Why?” Fliss’s eyes narrowed. “Is this girl going to be upset to see you with another woman?”

“It’s not like that,” I said, wishing she wouldn’t push that angle on me so much. Things between me and Charlie had never been like that. “There’s… unfinished business between us. At least she thinks so.”

“And you don’t?” Fliss looked confused.

“It’s complicated,” I admitted. “I’d rather not go into it, if you don’t mind…”

I glanced back out at the road as I pumped gas, watching the cars roll by. Suddenly there was a weight pressing against my side.

When I looked down, Fliss was embracing me, her head resting against my chest. One of her eyes peered up at me, while the other was closed and nuzzled with her cheek against my shirt.

“You don’t have to say anything you don’t want to,” Fliss told me. “I can tell that just talking about this upsets you, Jax. I’m not going to push you. Okay?”

Wow. That wasn’t what I’d expected. Not one bit.

“Okay,” I agreed, holding her close. “Thanks.”

For a moment, the rest of the world dropped away. There was just her and me, standing next to my truck at a gas station, mooning over each other like a couple of puppies in love.

Then the pump hose clicked. The truck’s gas tank was full.

“Guess we better get back on the road,” I said, sighing. “Traffic’s not getting any better.”

“Probably going to be a whole lot worse,” Fliss said, frowning at the long line of cars. “Hey, Jax?”

I was already halfway around the vehicle, with my hand on the driver’s side door. “Yeah?”

Her eyes filled with devotion. “If you want to tell me about it sometime, I’m all ears,” she said. “Whatever happened between you and this girl. I’ll listen, and I won’t judge you, either. You’re a good man.”

“Thanks,” I said, my voice getting a bit thick. Hearing something like that from your partner was as rare as a lump of diamond. If I hadn’t realized what a keeper Fliss was yet, I sure as hell knew it now. “I’ll let you know.”

Traffic turned out to be even thicker than I’d feared, but not for much longer. By the end of rush hour the highways were clear once more, and I cruised through the last couple of hours with a renewed sense of vigor. Felicity didn’t go back to sleep, and since she had a subscription to one of those fancy streaming services on her phone, we ended up tossing our favorite songs at each other the way we’d done with our favorite movies. Anybody crouching in the back seat would’ve thought a schizophrenic had taken control of the radio: Blue Oyster Cult into The Postal Service into Iron Maiden into Modest Mouse. Our musical tastes weren’t quite as compatible as our preferences in film, but we found enough common ground to have a good time.

I was glad we were having a good time. It distracted me from how worried I was getting.

What would Charlie do when we rolled up on her unannounced? It had been seven years since the last time I’d seen her in person—maybe eight—and while Fliss believed that time mellowed grudges and healed wounds, I knew from my own personal experience how frequently it did the opposite.

As Fliss flipped through her playlists, I bit back a yawn. There was that to consider, too; I was fucking tired. I couldn’t keep driving much longer. Right now, being constantly on the move was keeping us from running into any more angels or demons who’d slipped the veil and traveled through the Gates. But if we had to stop, all bets were off.

If Charlie didn’t have a way to keep us hidden, life was about to get mighty unpleasant.

I turned the radio down as we turned off a side street, heading past a strip mall with a few fast-food establishments crammed together out front. “We’re almost there,” I told Fliss.

She nodded. “You’ve got this,” she told me, taking my hand.

At the next intersection, I turned into the parking lot of another strip mall. There were no big chain stores here, just little hair salons and pupuserias. About half the store fronts were closed, and most of the rest looked like they were hanging on by their fingernails.

Fliss looked around the parking lot, frowning at the little mom and pop shops on the lane. “Your friend lives here?” she asked, giving me a doubtful look. “This doesn’t look like the place…”

“She operates out of here,” I said with a grunt. “Specifically, right there.”

Fliss followed my finger, her eyes widening. “No fucking way,” she blurted, sitting up and leaning against the dashboard. “You’re kidding me. I haven’t seen one of those in years…”

At the corner of the strip mall was a video store.

“There’s less than two hundred video rental places left in North America,” I said, sure that the number had gone down even more since the last time I’d dared to check. “Charlie just so happens to own one. Of course, it’s not just a video store.”

Fliss could see that. Hell, even a blind man could see that. Big yellow stickers covered the windows, advertising everything from comic books to vinyl records to those awful plastic figurines nerds were all about a few years ago. They sold used books, too: at least the last time I checked out the website. I took a peek at it every six months or so, just to make sure Charlie was still in business.

Business had been up and down over the last few years. But the store—ironically named the Fortress of Solitude—was able to hold on through economic downturns by becoming something of a local concern. Kids from the nearby school held Pokémon and Magic: The Gathering tournaments there, while older teenagers came in to read manga and have cosplay competitions. Charlie was an excellent businesswoman, and she’d managed to diversify the place into enough revenue streams—comics, books, used musical instruments—that she’d been able to weather any storms that came her way.

But the bedrock of the business was still video rental.

I could understand why. Even in an age where everything was available over streaming, able to be beamed to your television set with nothing more than a few clicks and your credit card number, there was something nostalgic about navigating the aisles of a video store. Maybe by itself it wouldn’t have been enough to build a business on. But the other amenities Charlie added got people through the door. Once they were there, a surprisingly large number of them found picking out a DVD or Blu-Ray to rent was a fun, old-school experience.

“Jesus,” Fliss whispered. She looked at the place with a kind of awe. “This is, like, Nerd Mecca.”

It was. To most guys of my generation (and not a few girls), it was a kind of Paradise.

According to Google, the place would be closing in about fifteen minutes. That was perfect for our purposes. Any earlier and the place would have way more people walking around it, while too much later and the doors would be locked. I couldn’t guarantee Charlie would let us in after hours.

In fact, I couldn’t guarantee Charlie was there at all. But something told me she would be. She’d always been devoted to her work, to the store.

Almost too much.

A little chime sounded across the store as the automatic doors slid open. There’d only been three cars in the parking lot besides ours when Fliss and I got out, and it looked like the store was just about empty. Almost closing time. Tables lined the entranceway, covered in boxes filled with shrink-wrapped comic books. Beyond them were aisles full of gently used figurines and other merchandise, while the other half of the store was dominated by the rental portion of the operation.

I saw one other person: a guy in a faded Star Wars t-shirt and flip flops scanning the horror section. He looked up for a second at the chime, then went back to perusing Italian giallo flicks. Customer, I thought. Not who I’m looking for.

Fliss’s train of thought had just caught up with mine. “How do you even know this girl is here?” she asked, speaking in a whisper. The store was eerily quiet—music played from the speakers, but it was a low enough volume that you couldn’t hear much besides the bass. “Who’s to say she didn’t decide to take a night off? Or a whole vacation?’

“She’s here,” I said, shaking my head. “I’d bet every dollar I’ve got on it.”

We headed towards the back. Every few steps, some piece of nerd memorabilia or a rare book I’d looked up once on Amazon caught my attention, and I had to remember I was here for sanctuary, not to shop. This place really was a marvel. If things between Charlie and I were different, I could see myself getting lost here for hours, wasting the better part of an afternoon sifting through the stacks. Maybe I’d even have taken a part-time job here.

No. No chance. Not after what had happened between us.

Charlie would have taken one look at my resume and tossed it in the trash—that’s if she didn’t cover it in sage and burn it like a cursed item in a horror movie. By the time I left Iowa, I was that verboten to her.

We wandered around the back, sticking to the area between the video rental section and the musical instruments. A bunch of old guitars and ukuleles hung on hooks on the walls, a couple of them even in passable condition. From here we could see the entire store, but I saw no sign of Charlie.

I was just beginning to wonder if Fliss wasn’t right after all when the speaker above our heads crackled to life. There was a quick blast of static, then a smooth female contralto came over the line:

“Attention shoppers,” the voice said. I recognized that voice immediately—just like I recognized the ironic slant she was putting on the age-old retail practice of making announcements over the store speakers. “The Fortress of Solitude will be closing shop in exactly ten minutes. Please make your final selections at this time and bring them up to the checkout counter, located in the video rental section of the store…”

That voice sent a bolt of recognition through me. It brought back all sorts of bad memories, but also good ones. A tingling sensation ran up my spine, and the tips of my fingers suddenly felt cold. A part of me was surprised I wasn’t seeing words flash at the bottom of my vision right about now.

“That’s her,” I said, clearing my throat. “Come on. She must be at the register.”

Fliss nodded and let me lead her.

None of the store’s customers had made their way over to checkout by the time we got there, not even the Star Wars shirt guy. The message didn’t repeat over the speakers. I made my way to the checkout counter, my heart hammering in my chest like a big bass drum. Fliss followed behind me, standing just close enough that a casual observer would know the two of us were together.

I rounded an end cap covered with new releases. She was standing near the register, watching with a bored expression while another girl rang up an elderly woman’s purchases. I froze in my tracks, my feet suddenly rooted to the carpet. Fliss nearly bumped into me from behind, but I barely noticed.

I was looking at Charlie.

It had been seven years since I’d seen Charlie Reed, and I wasn’t sure what to expect. There weren’t any pictures of her on the Fortress of Solitude’s website, and I didn’t really do social media.

So it was a shock to look across the room and suddenly be transported back in time.

She was exactly the way I remembered her. Exactly. While I’d been traipsing around the country in a travel trailer, living the nomad lifestyle and roaming from one coast to the other, Charlie Mae Reed had apparently been frozen in stasis, like one of the characters in the comic books that filled the store. Her hair was long and blonde, hanging down her shoulders in a thick curtain. She was wearing a pair of jeans and a white t-shirt with the character Harley Quinn on it, caught in the middle of blowing a bubble with chewing gum while brandishing a baseball bat. Pretty much the expected uniform for a woman who ran a store like this, though it certainly accentuated her ample bust and the curves of her hips.

Charlie had always been an attractive woman, and now, seven years later, her beauty hadn’t faded a bit. If anything, time had done her a few favors.

She leaned across the counter and said something to the elderly woman checking out, too quietly for me to hear. Both of them laughed. Behind me, Fliss let out a low whistle.

“That’s your friend?” she murmured, gesturing with her chin in Charlie’s direction.

“That’s her.”

Another whistle. “Not how I expected the owner of a store like this to look.”

She had that right. Charlie definitely bucked the stereotypes—she wasn’t just nerdy, but utterly gorgeous. If she hadn’t been so dead-set on taking over her Dad’s business after he passed away, she could have been a model—

No. I wasn’t going to open up that lockbox. Not unless Charlie forced my hand.

Moment of truth. I stepped forward, getting in line behind the elderly woman. She traded a few more pleasantries with Charlie, then took her bag from the cashier—a tall goth chick who looked like she was just barely old enough to work here. The woman waved as she made her way to the exit, and Charlie’s eyes followed her.

Then they turned to me.

I wasn’t sure what I was expecting. Seven years was a long time, after all—long enough for just about anything to happen. Charlie might have decided to let bygones be bygones in all that time—or she might have let her grudge fester, bubbling under the surface until just the sight of me made her sick. It was a coin flip, the Lady or the Tiger, and I was about to open the door and find out which was which.

Charlie’s face paled. I’d heard the expression ‘seen a ghost’ before, but I’d never seen a person like that in real life. All the color drained from Charlie’s face, and her hands gripped the counter so tightly that her knuckles went white.

“Hey,” I said, looking right at Charlie. “Been a long time.”

Charlie didn’t say anything. Her mouth worked soundlessly, like her brain was trying to process the sight of me and just couldn’t.

Next to her, the cashier frowned. “Can I help you?” she asked, glancing at my hands. I wasn’t carrying any products to buy, and neither was Fliss. “You need something out of the back, or…?”

“Stephanie.” Charlie’s voice came out as a rasp. “Go in the back and start unpacking that manga that came in this morning.”

The cashier—Stephanie, apparently—turned to Charlie with a deeper frown. “Boss, are you okay—?”

“Go,” Charlie said, putting a hand on the cashier’s shoulder. “I’ll wrap things up out here.”

The cashier knew better than to argue. She disappeared into the back, leaving the two of us standing alone at the counter with Charlie.

“Listen,” I said, holding up my hands. “I wouldn’t have come back here unless I had a damned good reason—”

Suddenly Charlie was out from behind the counter.

Before I could do a thing, she had her arms around me and was hugging me tight. A little tremor passed through her as our bodies touched, and I realized she was just as surprised to see me as I was to see her. Maybe she was going through the same shocked response that I’d gone through a few seconds ago.

Either way, it didn’t matter. What I was thinking, with incredible relief, was this: it’s the Lady, then.

Not the tiger.

Charlie pulled back, and there were tears brimming in her eyes. “Jax,” she said thickly, looking up at me through her lashes. “Where the fuck have you been?”

“The last time you saw me, you told me you never wanted to see me again,” I said mildly.

“And you believed me?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. I’d been so nervous to do this, for so long, that I felt like a fool. Sure, there was hurt in Charlie’s eyes—after everything the two of us had been through, it would have been impossible for there not to be some hard feelings—but there was far, far more relief. A gladness to see me again.

I was glad to see her, too. I hadn’t realized just how glad I’d be.

“People tend to mean what they say at their Dad’s funeral,” I whispered, my throat suddenly dry. “I’m sorry I haven’t reached out, Charlie. I figured… I dunno, you had the store, and I had my life out West.”

“You always were a fool,” she said, wiping her eyes through her smile. With an effort, Charlie turned away from me, looking at Fliss for the first time. “And who’s this?”

Her eyes flickered to Felicity’s hands. Just for a second, but long enough that I couldn’t miss it. She’s checking for a ring, I realized, a little start shooting through me. She thinks I got married to this girl.

I mean, hell—maybe I would someday. Fliss definitely seemed like the right kind of girl to keep me a happy husband. But I wondered why Charlie was so interested in checking.

“I’m Felicity,” Fliss said, tucking a lock of dark hair over her ear. “You can call me Fliss. Jax does.”

“Fliss,” Charlie repeated, giving my girlfriend a quick once over. Even a blind man could have seen the way Charlie’s eyes narrowed as she took in Fliss’s curves. “And you and Jax are…?”

“We’re together,” I said, cutting off Fliss before she could come up with some excuse. “Charlie, I’ve got to talk to you. Fliss and I need your help.”

Charlie blinked, a little taken aback. “If you’re here for your share of the Fortress’s profits, I can’t help you,” she said, suddenly defensive. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, which made Harley on her shirt look like she was winking at me lewdly. I was pretty sure the person who’d designed the t-shirt made it that way on purpose. “This place took a pounding during the lockdowns. We only just got back into the black a few months ago.”

“Huh? Charlie, I’m not here about money.”

Fliss did a double-take. “What do you mean, your half?”

Charlie’s expression changed. Shit. And we’d been doing so well.

“You didn’t tell her?” Charlie’s expression soured even further. “What, you thought you’d just walk into my store, claim your profits, and have it be a big surprise for your new girlfriend?”

Fuck me. This was drama I did not need.

“It’s not like that at all,” I insisted, holding up my hands. “Charlie, this isn’t about the store. That’s yours, and I’ve always said that it’s yours, along with everything it makes. No matter how your Dad drew up the will—”

But Charlie was on a roll. “I can’t believe he’s never told you what a shithead he is!” the blonde said, flashing a big customer service grin at Fliss while she jerked a thumb at me. “This store’s been in my family for two generations. Some of my earliest memories are of me as a little girl running through the stacks, treating the place like my own personal toy store. Because that’s what it’s always been for me, Fliss. My own little slice of heaven.”

“Charlie, please,” I said, trying my best to head this off at the pass. “I’m really not here about this—”

“Then he shows up,” she said, grimacing at me. “We went to middle school together, and I guess when your best friend’s Dad owns a store like this, you end up spending a lot of time here.”

We had. I remembered those days, all the way up until college. Me and Charlie growing up together, helping her parents out with more and more around the store. But Charlie was wrong about one thing.

I’d never loved this place the way she did. Oh, I liked it well enough—it was a pretty great place—but it wasn’t in my blood. Not the way it was for her.

“Then Dad dies,” Charlie whispered, her eyes getting watery once more. “We read the will. And you know who that man left half of my birthright to? The thing I’d been preparing to take over for my entire fucking life?”

I don’t think she needed to say it. Fliss already knew. So did I.

“I’ll tell you what I told you then,” I said through gritted teeth. “Your Dad made a mistake. This place is yours, all of it, and it was always meant to be. That’s why he gave it to you—”

“Gave me half of it,” Charlie corrected, still talking to Fliss. “And you’re still holding onto the other half.”

“I had to hold onto it because of the taxes,” I told both of them. God, how I wished I’d done it any other way. If my company had been even the slightest bit successful by the time Charlie’s Dad passed away, I would’ve just taken the hit and signed 100% of the Fortress over to her. But I couldn’t.

Now I realized what a mistake I’d made. Charlie forgave me, I could see that in her eyes—but she’d been living with the Sword of Damocles over her head for the last seven years. All the while she’d been weathering the ups and downs of the business, she knew that technically, she had a silent partner. One who owned half of everything.

One who would never cash a single dime of that half in, of course. But half, all the same.

“I will sign the entire business over to you right now,” I told Charlie. “Tonight, if that’s what it takes to convince you. That’s really not why I’m here…”

My words trailed off as I saw Charlie’s expression darkening. She was already angry, but now she looked completely pissed. I’d definitely said the wrong thing.

Fliss spoke up, before Charlie could explode. “Jax is telling the truth,” she said. “I don’t know what the deal is with your store, but we aren’t here because of it. We don’t need your money—we just need your help!”

Charlie frowned at me deeply. Whether or not she believed us was an open question; at the very least, I think she believed I hadn’t told Fliss anything about our previous business arrangements. They were far too awkward for me to detail. I’d hoped that they wouldn’t come up, but now they had.

“You should listen to her,” I told Charlie with a gesture at Fliss. “If you’d seen half the shit we’d been involved with over the last two days, you wouldn’t be doubting us…”

I trailed off. Something was standing behind me.

I turned to see the guy in the faded Star Wars t-shirt and the flip-flops. He had a big stack of DVDs and Blu-Rays in his hands, and he looked like he was waiting for his turn to check out.

“Shit,” I grunted. “Go ahead. We’re not buying anything.”

The man stepped between me and Fliss, dumping his entire stack of discs on the counter. Kinda rude, I thought, glancing over the titles. Apparently the guy had a big passion for Japanese horror movies—it looked like he’d grabbed just about every title off the shelves. Audition, Ju-On, even the really sick shit like Mermaid in a Manhole. Plus there was Ju-On…

Huh?

I scanned the stack real quick. Three copies of Ju-On lay on the counter, with even more copies of the American version—you probably know it as The Grudge—slipped between them.

Who the hell needed that many copies of a horror movie?

Charlie wasn’t paying attention. Once the man stepped up she’d focused on trying to get the register to work again. The goth girl must have logged out when she went into the back; now the thing didn’t want Charlie to log back in again.

“This stupid piece of crap,” she muttered, her lips compressing to a tight little line. “Hold on just a second, sir, I’ll ring those up in a jiffy…”

The man didn’t seem bothered by the delay. He didn’t seem bothered by anything, actually. Confused, I glanced up at his eyes…

There were things coming out of them.
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Worms. Writhing, wriggling worms.

Dozens of them poured from the man’s eye sockets in a slow but seemingly endless flood. They were crimson, and the eyes in those sockets were even redder, like he’d been crying non-stop for days. As I watched, one of the worms wriggled down the man’s cheek and rolled down his shirt, stopping just above Luke Skywalker’s lightsaber.

Jesus Christ. What the hell was happening to this guy?

Neither Fliss nor Charlie had noticed it. Fliss was too busy trying to plead my case; Charlie was getting the register working so she could finish checking out customers and closing the store. The man let out a strange gurgling sound, his lips peeling back over his teeth. The flesh of his face was pale and getting paler; it had the texture of overripe fruit.

“Charlie,” I whispered, taking a step forward. “Get away from this guy.”

The blonde glanced up. “Huh?” She saw the man, and her eyes widened in shock. “Wait, what the fuck—”

The man launched himself over the counter.

An inhuman shriek tore itself from his throat as he leaped over the divider separating the rest of the store from the checkout. He reached for Charlie with nails that were growing with each passing moment, extending so long and sharp that they looked more like claws. A number of the worms falling from his eye pierced the skin of his cheek and dug inward, forming a lump like an anthill that dripped the tinted wrigglers.

“Oh my God!” Charlie shrieked.

The man grabbed for her, his fingers narrowly missing her hair. She got out of the way just in time though he was still scrambling over the counter to get where she was. In another few seconds, she’d be in serious trouble.

I couldn’t let that happen.

I grabbed the man’s shoulder and tugged, reaching for the Archon System as my fingers grasped bone. The edges of my vision blurred with static for a second, and the colors of the man’s shirt and the video store around me bled into each other before snapping back into place, like a fancy lens flare in a movie.

“Come here!” I roared, balling one hand into a fist. “Aetherium!”

Shards of glowing red magic emerged from between my fingers. They looked like Wolverine’s claws, which was altogether appropriate for the middle of a comic book store. If there’d been any customers around to see, I felt certain it would have looked pretty badass.

Charlie’s gaze slid from the creature to me. She backed up against a wall filled with rows of recently returned Blu-Rays, scattering them to the floor. Her jaw nearly went right there with them.

“How did you do that!?” she cried, gesturing at my new weapons. “Holy fuck—!”

I hauled the man back over the counter and held one of the glittering shards against his throat. With some effort, I managed to wrestle him backwards a few steps, giving Charlie and Fliss room to maneuver. It was doubly difficult, because I had to deal with him and the worms that were seeping out of him. I could sense that letting one of those wriggling creatures get inside my body would have been bad, bad news.

“Don’t fucking move!” I snarled, holding the shard beneath the man’s chin.

The creature in my arms froze, his blood red eyes swiveling to meet mine. A deep gurgle sounded from his throat, and I realized he was laughing.

“What are you?” I demanded. I had a pretty good idea that I already knew the answer. “A demon?”

For a moment, gray sparks seemed to be covering the man. An entire latticework of them danced before my view, and when they faded, words were scrolling across the bottom of my vision like a real-time weather alert.

Corrupted Entity Detected, they said. Threat Level: <<LOW>>

Corrupted? That didn’t sound like a demon. At least the Archon System didn’t think this creature was much of a threat.

“He tried to grab Charlie,” Fliss was saying. She’d retreated to the counter and was standing between the man and Charlie, protecting her from the front while I grabbed the man from the back. “Holy shit, Jax, did you see his eyes? What are those things?”

More gurgling laughter escaped the man in the Star Wars shirt.

“They’re friends!” he cried, his voice deepening into something worse than human. “Worms for your ears! Worms for your eyes! Worms for your asses!”

“I don’t want a worm up my ass,” Charlie hissed. I could tell she wasn’t seeing a demon when she looked at this man—all she saw was a customer trying to make trouble at closing time. “I think you’d better get out of here, sir. If you don’t, I’m going to have to call the police—”

The man threw his weight against my chest.

Caught off guard, I stumbled backwards. The shard of Aether I’d been holding cut into the man’s neck as it slipped from my fingers, but he noticed it no more than you might notice the bite of a mosquito on a summer’s day. The worm-man pivoted on a heel, facing me with an inhuman grin.

Then he kicked me in the nuts.

God damn! It was like someone had hit me between the legs with a hammer. There must have been worms inside that limb, adding extra force to the blow. I sank to my knees, my mouth opening in a roar of pain as static filled my head.

When I glanced upward, the man had a handful of worms.

“Worms for your mouth!” he gurgled, sounding somewhere between a crazed cult leader and an overexcited toddler. “WORMS!”

One of the wriggling creatures fell from between his fingers. It hit my bottom lip and tried to crawl into my mouth; I spat it out in a panic. The thing tasted terrible!

My mouth immediately started to go numb. Whatever those things were, they were bad fucking news.

“Take them!” the worm-man bellowed.

He let the whole writhing, wriggling mass go.

As they fell, I grabbed the Archon System and channeled my power.

A glittering red shield snapped into place inches in front of my eyes, coalescing out of nothing in the nick of time. The rain of worms hit the shield and slid, beginning to smoke and sizzle as they made contact with the magic. A thousand tiny screams of pain filled the video store, and my stomach turned when I realized just how human those little screams sounded.

The worm-man wasn’t happy. “No!” he bellowed, slamming his fists down on my shield. “No! Not fair! Not—”

The tip of a spear blossomed from the worm-man’s chest.

Fliss stood beside him, towering over him like Lebron James over Danny DeVito. Her hair was a single golden braid, and her ordinary clothing had been replaced with skintight silver armor. She was the Valkyrie, and she was fucking furious.

“Get your filthy fucking hands off of my man!” Fliss roared.

She grabbed the spear with both hands and lifted the worm-man off of the ground. Something tore inside of him. The puncture Felicity made with the spear widened, but the worm-man’s body stayed intact as she swung the spear in a wide arc. She pitched the man right at a table near the front covered in discounted comic books, and he flew like a stone unleashed from a sling. He hit hard, collapsing the table in two and bringing an entire shelf of books falling on top of him.

I waited. The worm-man didn’t move.

When I looked back over, Fliss was stabbing individual worms on the carpet. She let out a cry of disgust as the wriggling creatures popped beneath her, cut into chunks by the sharp end of the head of her spear. Behind the counter, Charlie was watching both of us like she’d just found herself inside of a superhero movie.

“That was fucked up,” I said, checking my clothing for any signs of those wriggling red worms. None had managed to touch my skin, which meant I was pretty lucky. “Are you okay over there, Charlie?”

Charlie didn’t speak for a few moments. When she did, she sounded a little like she needed a cigarette. “Jax,” she said thickly. “When the fuck did you become a caped crusader?”

I grinned. “No cape yet,” I said. “Just a shield. You didn’t get any of those worms on you?”

Charlie glanced down at her arms, which were mercifully free of worms. Only a few were left on the carpet, trying to wriggle away in the last vestiges of their desperation. Fliss didn’t let any of them get away—she tracked each of them and squished them, making disgusted noises as she ground them under her heels.

“These things are disgusting!” the Valkyrie bellowed.

“I… I think I’m alright,” Charlie said, looking from her arms to Fliss. “Are you… are you the girl I was talking to a minute ago? Are you the same person?”

Fliss turned and smiled. “It’s me,” she said.

“Holy shit,” Charlie said slowly, shaking her head. “Holy fucking shit.”

“I told you we didn’t care about the money,” I told Charlie. “Honestly, I never have. We just need your help, Charlie. We’ve gotten ourselves in some deep shit.”

The blonde glanced at the mess the man made when he’d landed. “I’ll say,” she said, whistling through her teeth. “Listen. I need you two to explain what the hell is going on—”

“Get down!”

Fliss moved across the room in the blink of an eye, grabbed Charlie by the shoulders and tackled her behind the checkout counter. They hit the ground in the nick of time—books flew like missles through the air, whizzing past my head in close calls.

The worm-man was getting back up. He hauled the shelf off of his body and chucked it across the video store, swinging blindly in a furious rage as he shrugged it off like water. His eyes were so red and bloody that they looked like two open pits in his face, and lines scored his skin like cracks. Through them, I thought I could see massive, wriggling worms.

“Raaaaargh!” the worm-man cried.

Warning: Corrupted Entity Detected! the words at the bottom of my screen said. Threat Level: <<HIGH>>!

Great, I thought, my heart sinking into my stomach. Homeboy just leveled up.

Worms bulged like muscles underneath the creature’s skin. I no longer felt comfortable thinking of it as a man, if indeed it had ever been one—though the moniker corrupted implied that there had once been something to corrupt. The part of it that looked like a human being was just a vessel.

Those worms inside it, those were the real threat.

“Worms!” The worm-man had a one-track mind. “Worrrms!”

I muttered the magic word, summoning two shards of red magic as long as swords. “That’s right,” I said, fighting the urge to roll my eyes. “Worms. You got anything else you want to say?”

The creature cocked its head to the side. For a moment, I thought it was actually trying to think of something to say.

Then its head twisted more.

“Oh my God,” Charlie gasped, watching as the thing’s neck contorted. “I think I’m gonna be sick…!”

A hideous tearing noise filled the store as the creature’s neck began to rip itself apart. The side of what had been the man’s throat bulged obscenely, the flesh stretched across it fraying like old thread. Suddenly a louder noise came from inside the creature, and its throat tore completely open. Its head fell to the side, held onto its shoulders by a single scrap of skin.

I heard someone—a customer, probably—scream and run for the exits. Good.

A massive worm emerged through what had been the worm-man’s neck. A single eye blinked on the tip, ichor dripping from the pupil. More worms slid from the creature’s fingers, from the waistband of its pants. They wriggled.

This thing’s nothing but a burlap sack, I thought, my stomach filling with bile. All the creepy crawlies are hanging out inside.

A gurgle filled the air as the creature doubled over. Its stomach churned, the muscles of its neck flexing all the way to the stump as more of those gross worms emerged from where the creature’s head had been. It would have been vomiting them up if it hadn’t just ripped its host’s head off.

The eye at the apex of the worm blinked. More gurgling laughter erupted from the creature’s gut, though I didn’t know what the hell was supposed to be so funny.

On second thought, I was glad I didn’t know.

“Stay here,” I told the girls. “If anyone else shows up, make sure they get out of the store in one piece.”

“Like hell!” Fliss was still holding her bloody spear. “You’re not facing that thing down alone!”

“That’s right!”

Both of us turned. Charlie held the case of one of the Japanese horror movies the monster in the Star Wars shirt had brought up, and she had it raised in front of her like a tiny shield. Or maybe a talisman against evil.

“You two should work together,” she told us. “Isn’t it obvious?”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Obvious?”

She glanced between the both of us. “You’ve got a shield, and she’s got a spear,” the blonde said, gesturing first at me and then at Fliss. “You can work in tandem—offense and defense. Like the Mercurius and the Vayeate!”

“Like the what?” Fliss asked, flummoxed. Someone had finally found a nerd reference that flew over her head.

“They’re two robots from a cartoon,” I said with a snicker.

“Anime,” Charlie corrected.

“Whatever. Let’s get this thing before it recovers!”

Because it was recovering. The worm-man—the man-worm, the worm-thing, whatever the hell you wanted to call it—was gathering its strength. Bits of its flesh wore away as the threads of wormy muscle within it bound itself into cords, growing thicker and stronger. The thing was already taller than before, and that was without counting the giant worm growing from what used to be its head.

I summoned my shield and charged, reaching for the power of the Archon System as I ran. I wasn’t sure how much Aether I could summon at any one time, though there were definite limits to how much of myself I could cover with the shield. As long as I kept focused, it would be alright.

The thing saw me coming. This time there was no roar from deep inside of its gullet—whatever damage the transformation had done to the corrupted creature’s human vessel, it was no longer capable of speech. All that came from the worm-man were more of those horrible gurgles, along with a high, trilling sound that made my ears prick and burn.

The creature lunged, throwing itself at me with its arms spread wide. As its fingers stretched for my throat, the skin on them tore, revealing the red, wriggling flesh beneath. Its massive, wormy head reared back like a scorpion’s tail, preparing to do God only knew what to me. Maybe it was going to cry acid tears all over my shield.

“Fliss!” I roared, lifting the shield and swinging it. “You strike high, I’ll strike low!”

Felicity was right behind me. The glowing shield had distracted the creature’s attention, focusing it on me while the Valkyrie prepared her strike.

As the thing roared, I lowered my head and bashed it with my shield. Worms burst like drops of water on a hot griddle as magic came into contact with flesh, and the creature staggered backwards. Steam billowed from what remained of its clothing, and I knew the touch of the Aether Shield was hurting it.

But my shield wasn’t glowing as brightly as before. The contact had damaged my powers, too.

That’s not good, I thought, staring at the shield in a panic. Not fucking good!

With a bellow, Fliss stabbed the thing in the chest. The creature reared up, screaming, but the Valkyrie was undeterred. Her spear sank deep, piercing its flesh with a spray of ichor, and she yanked hard. I expected the beast to go flying yet again, but this time it managed to somehow stay on its feet.

Fliss’s jaw flexed. “Die!” she commanded, grabbing the spear with both hands. “Why won’t you just die already!?”

The creature wasn’t giving up. Despite the multiple puncture wounds through its chest, it remained upright, grabbing at the hilt of the spear extending from its chest. Worms poured from the wound, and more of that strange, high-pitched chittering filled the air as the creature entered a deadly game of tug of war. It grabbed the spear with hands that were surprisingly strong, trying to tug Fliss off of her feet.

It almost succeeded.

The Valkyrie was pressed, no doubt about that. Fliss planted her feet firmly on the floor of the shop, widening her stance as she tried to pull the spear back from where she’d wounded the worm-man. Her muscles bulged, yet the thing refused to yield.

Slowly, I watched as Fliss went up on tiptoe. Her face filled with shock and fear—the creature was actually winning!

“Fliss, let go of the spear!” I roared, reaching for more power. The Archon System had to be able to help me out of this jam.

She shook her head. “Hell no! It’s mine!”

Bolts of black energy roared up and down the spear’s hilt. I couldn’t tell who was causing it—both Fliss and the worm-man looked like the sizzling electricity harmed them.

“Fuck!” I threw an arm to the side, muttering the magic word and summoning another sword-sized shard of magic. “Fine then, I’ll do it myself—”

But I wouldn’t get the chance.

Because right then, Charlie surged forward like an ocean wave, something held in both of her hands.

“Ha!” the blonde cried, waving the thing she held in the creature’s face. “Begone, foul beast!”

Whatever Charlie had, it wasn’t very big. But the worm-man reacted like she’d just pulled out a bazooka. His single yellow eye bulged, and he dropped the spear sticking out of his chest. A tremor passed through him, and the whining noise coming from his core shot up another octave.

“Begone!” Charlie repeated. Arcane syllables escaped her lips, guttural and angry and completely foreign to my ears. An aura of darkness formed around her, as if whatever she held in her hands was sucking in all the available light.

Blinking, I realized what she was holding.

A human skull.

It had jewels for eyes—two deep rubies, the color of blood. Though inert, energy crackled from the talisman, sucking in all the illumination around Charlie. The creature shrank away from that jeweled visage, like a vampire retreating from a cross.

A bolt of energy shot from the skull to the worm-man’s chest. A ripple traveled through the beast’s body, and suddenly Fliss’s spear was cutting through flesh.

The creature howled in rage. Its stomach opened like a water balloon, releasing dozens and dozens of those tiny, wriggling worms. Larger ones were wrapped around what had been the worm-man’s heart, thick as power lines.

“Now!” Fliss roared. “Jax, strike the heart!”

I had no idea how Fliss knew that was the creature’s weak point. Maybe it was just the obvious thing; or a really good guess. Either way, I wasn’t going to question it.

Still brandishing the shield in front of me, I slammed it into the ground and charged.

The worms wriggling across the floor tried to get out of the way, but they weren’t fast enough. They burst in dozens of tiny little pops, sending up plumes of steam as the energy field created by the Archon System burnt them to a crisp in an instant. A rancid smell filled the air, and I tried to focus on my objective and not get sick.

My fingers clenched around the shard. I tossed it like a javelin, aiming it directly at the heart the thick cords of worm bodies wrapped themselves around.

It hit, striking the heart and sinking deep into the meat. The creature let out a roar of rage.

“Get down!” I commanded, turning around. Both Fliss and Charlie hit the deck, the former shielding the latter with her Valkyrie body.

The worm-man grasped for the shard, trying to tug it out of his chest.

I clapped my hands.

And everything exploded.
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After all that, Charlie had no trouble closing up shop for the night.

We found no sign of her employee in the back room. A quick phone call from Charlie’s cell confirmed that Stephenie had been the person I’d seen fleeing out of the corner of my eye—she’d turned tail and run as soon as things got hairy. Honestly, I couldn’t blame her. She was a civilian, after all, and she didn’t need to get mixed up in all this bullshit.

“This is such a fucking mess,” Charlie whispered. “How am I going to clean all this up?”

The center of the Fortress of Solitude looked like a bomb had hit it—which wasn’t far from the truth. The shelves near the worm-man had been obliterated by my final attack. Burnt copies of DVDs and Blu-Rays littered the carpet, along with the corpses of dead and dying worms. The little wrigglers didn’t seem to be able to keep on living after the host body was dead. Thank God for small mercies, I suppose.

“We’ll help you,” Fliss promised. She’d just finished shedding the form of the Valkyrie. The clothes she’d been wearing were back on her body, appearing as if by magic as she shrank back down. Someday I was going to ask her how she did that. “Jax and I will get this place ship-shape again.”

Charlie just shook her head. “This is insane,” she whispered, looking at the spot where the worm-man had been standing. “What the hell did you two bring with you when you came here?”

“I’m not so sure that we had anything to do with it,” I said. I’d been thinking about that since the worm-man exploded. The Archon System had helpfully decided to stop sending me messages once the thing died, though there was a new pressure behind my eyes that hadn’t been there before. I felt pretty sure I knew what that pressure meant, but it was something I’d deal with later. “You were pretty quick with that skull, Charlie. Have you dealt with this before?”

Charlie looked like she’d been slapped in the face. Fliss turned, her eyes widening.

“That’s right,” Felicity whispered. “You gave us the assist. Shit, Charlie, if you hadn’t weakened that thing, it might have gotten the better of me…”

When Charlie didn’t say anything, I added: “The Archon System called it a Corrupted Entity. Not a demon, and definitely not an angel. I don’t know what the fuck it was, but the System considered it a high-level threat.”

“I saw that, too,” Fliss said. “I guess the Archon System’s really working for me. At first it said the thing was a low threat, but then it transformed…”

Both of us shared a look. If we hadn’t killed the worm-man, would he have transformed into something even worse?

“Archon…” Charlie trailed off. She looked like she didn’t understand most of what we were talking about—but she also looked like this wasn’t entirely unfamiliar to her. “I think you’d better explain everything to me,” she said suddenly, her tone hardening. “From the beginning. Starting with how your girlfriend learned to turn herself into Wonder Woman’s cousin from Norway.”

Fliss giggled at that. I was glad she could laugh.

“I will,” I promised. “Once you take us down to the safe room.”

Charlie looked like she’d swallowed a goldfish whole. “So you haven’t forgotten, huh?”

“Safe room?” Fliss looked from me to Charlie and back again, confusion filling her face. “You’ve got a safe room?”

“My father set it up,” Charlie said flatly. “Jax helped him. It wasn’t…” She trailed off.

“Anything you wanted to do with,” I said.

Charlie nodded. “That stuff scares the shit out of me,” she admitted, looking down at the ground between her feet. “I like horror movies fine enough, and monsters when they’re in comic books and fantasy novels. But in real life?” She shook her head. “That’s energy you don’t want to fuck with.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” I said. “Unfortunately, it’s decided to start fucking with us.”

Charlie led us to the back of the Fortress. Next to the bathrooms was another doorway, with a helpful sign next to it: More items located downstairs! Clearance and Bargains Galore!

“It’s down here,” Charlie said, adjusting the strap on her purse. “I’ll show you.” She swallowed hard, going pale for a moment. “I guess I’ll put the skull back, too.”

I’d been wondering about that. “Why did you have the skull?” I asked. “I vaguely remember that being part of Robert’s collection, but I don’t think I ever messed around with it.”

Charlie blanched. “Would you believe me if I said I had a premonition?”

“After everything we’ve been through over the last two days,” Fliss said before I could speak up, “we’d believe just about anything.”

The atmosphere was musty downstairs. We were in the basement, and the room underneath the Fortress certainly felt like a basement, even though it had been made up to look like just another part of the store. Older comic books and knick-knacks were laid out on long tables, with shelves full of used books and less desirable trinkets lining the walls.

“Clearance section,” I said, my gaze traveling to one specific shelf. It was full of about two dozen copies of the same self-help book from the 90s—Charlie had clearly picked them up in bulk from some thrift store, just looking to fill space. “Clever camouflage, Charlie.”

“Thanks,” she said, sounding nervous. “Door’s right over here.”

She led us over to one of the shelves and pulled a thick book out as far as it would go. A clicking sound echoed through the basement, and the whole shelf—the same one covered in self-help paperbacks no sane person would peruse—slid to the side, revealing a hidden opening.

“Wow!” Fliss’s eyes went wide. “I thought stuff like that only happened in the movies…”

“I helped Charlie’s father install this trick shelf,” I said, remembering. “Took the whole weekend—it was a major pain in the ass.”

“Worth it,” Charlie said without preamble. “Come inside. We ought to be safe in here.”

Behind the fake door was a hallway. The shelf slid back into place as we stepped through it—I’d helped to build that part of the mechanism, too. In the time I’d been gone, Charlie had installed running lights along the floor to help light the way. A glance backward showed a big lever you could use to move the shelving unit to the side—no need for clever camo on this side of the hall.

“You built this!?” Fliss said, sounding surprised. We made our way down the hall, where another door waited. This one was steel, and had a lock to match.

“The broad strokes came with the building,” Charlie explained, knowing that I’d tell the story if she didn’t. “This place belonged to bootleggers back in the early 20th century. It was a way-station between the East Coast and the West.”

“A way-station?” Fliss sounded enthralled.

Charlie nodded. “Folks like Al Capone and that Boardwalk Empire guy would import in bulk from Europe, where the distilleries were still operating during Prohibition,” she explained. “But the biggest market for booze was California. So they’d truck tons of bottles across the country, storing them in places like this along the way to hide them from the cops. The ones they couldn’t bribe, anyway.”

I thought Charlie sounded proud. “Your Dad wasn’t descended from those bootleggers, was he?”

A knowing smile crossed Charlie’s face. She made a ‘zip the lip’ gesture, and I swore it looked like the Harley Quinn on her shirt winked at me. “I’m not talking.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “We’re the ones who have some explaining to do…”

Charlie walked into the room and flipped on the lights. Both Fliss and I stared.

The last time I’d been in Robert’s ‘safe room’, it had been little more than a half-finished clearinghouse. A few tables, a handful of shelves, mostly covered in knick-knacks no more impressive than the ones in the clearance section outside. The last seven years had turned it into a treasure-trove. There was a table of ancient, leather-bound grimoires, their titles in languages I’d never seen before. Another set of shelves were covered in old occult paraphernalia: crystal balls, tarot decks, Ouija boards. All the stuff most people considered bogus. If they were part of Charlie’s collection, they were anything but.

A massive stuffed raven sat inside a cage hanging by a hook from the ceiling. It watched over the hoard. Behind it lay a cabinet filled with skulls, many of which looked human. A few even seemed to be glowing, though that could have been a trick of the light.

Charlie made her way over to this cabinet, opening it with a little silver key. She took the skull she’d used on the worm-man out of her purse and slid it into an opening between two of the specimens, then closed the cabinet as quickly as she could.

I might have been imagining it, but I swore the temperature in the room dropped by about ten degrees while that cabinet opened.

Fliss and I just stared at each other.

“This… is impressive,” Felicity said, walking a slow circuit around the room. She stopped in front of a cabinet filled with action figures and other toys, seemingly no different than anything you’d find in a thrift store’s kids section. “What’s the deal with these…?”

“Don’t touch those,” Charlie said, shaking her head. “They’re all toys I’ve taken out of the Fortress’s inventory for one reason or another. They’re all bad news.”

My gaze had already traveled to the other side of the room. Next to an ordinary-looking (if outdated) computer on a sturdy desk was a cabinet filled with video tapes and DVDs. Some of them were labeled, and the handwriting on them wasn’t Charlie’s. They looked like they’d been inked by several different people, actually.

“Cursed videotapes?” I asked, jerking a thumb at the stack.

Charlie shrugged. “Stuff I didn’t want the general public to see,” she said by way of explanation.

Fliss suddenly stiffened. She’d realized something she probably should have figured out a while ago—something I’d learned when I was still a kid, working at the Fortress of Solitude with Charlie’s father.

“This is all a front,” Felicity said, her jaw dropping open. “This whole place. It’s like a money laundering scheme, except for the occult!”

Charlie stared at her. “It’s a real business,” she insisted, putting a hand on her hip. “I work hard here, and it makes decent money—now that it’s profitable again. But it’s not the only way I make money. That’s for damned sure.”

“It’s brilliant,” Fliss was saying. She sounded like she was in awe of the whole scheme; honestly, I didn’t blame her. “You take in all sorts of used stuff. DVDs, musical instruments, toys… and whenever there’s something special, you bring it down here and study it. Don’t you?”

Charlie looked impressed. “You’ve got the gist of it,” she said, sighing. She walked over and pulled the chair out from the desk, then sat down. “Occasionally I sell something to a collector, and that’s a pretty big payday. But mostly, this place is just here to safeguard all this stuff.” Her eyes narrowed. “Have you ever heard of Ed and Lorraine Warren?’

The shift in conversation was so abrupt that Fliss did a double-take. She blinked. “The… the couple from The Conjuring!?”

Charlie let out a merry little laugh. “That’s a movie, and pretty much all made up. But Ed and Lorraine are real. My father corresponded with them pretty frequently.” She gestured around the room, at its tables and shelves filled with arcane and occult items. “The museum they run out of their house is the largest occult collection in America. This one is the second biggest.”

“Wow,” Fliss said, looking around. “Is it safe for us to be down here?”

Charlie shrugged. “I come down here all the time,” she said. “Besides, if anything bursts out of these cabinets, you can turn yourself into a six-foot Norse battle goddess. I think you’ll be okay.”

“That’s why I wanted us to come here,” I explained to Fliss. “This place is magically sealed and warded, as a protection for the people in the video store above us. The wards keep anything bad in the safe room from getting out. I figured they’ll also keep angels and demons from getting in.”

It had been a longshot. But I was hoping it would work. And we didn’t need a place to hide forever—just until the two of us could learn to understand the Archon System a little better. We needed more time to learn our powers, to master the tools given us to protect humanity from the ravages of the Bellum Aeternum. And we needed space to let those powers grow.

I sensed in the pressure behind my eyes that if I summoned up the Archon System, I could push it along the road of progress. But there was something else I could do with it, too, if I so chose…

Give it time, I reminded myself. Charlie doesn’t know a thing about any of this. She probably still thinks we’re both half crazy, Fliss and me…

As if she’d heard me thinking about her, Charlie spoke up. “You two keep talking about angels and demons,” she said, gesturing at another set of chairs nearby. “I think you’d better sit down and explain to me what the hell you’ve gotten into.”

That sounded good. We sat.

“Charlie,” Fliss began. “Have you ever heard of the Bellum Aeternum?”

Charlie didn’t speak for a few moments. “Let’s say I’m a little familiar with the concept,” she agreed with a shrug. “Heaven and Hell fighting in an endless war over the future, with humanity oppressed in the process. Do I have that about right?”

“Yes,” Fliss said, glancing over at me. “Jax, do you mind if I tell it? You can jump in if I get any of the details wrong.”

“Go right ahead,” I said, casting my gaze uneasily around the room. Charlie might have said it was perfectly safe being down here, but I couldn’t help but feel a tinge of malevolence  coming from some of those cabinets. I sensed that Charlie wasn’t the only entity down here listening to our story. “I’m sure you’ll get it right.”

Fliss did. She told the whole story, starting with our cute meeting at the farmer’s market and going on to our world-altering date at the Traverse Museum. Charlie nodded along, her reactions less surprised and more neutral than I would have expected.

Right up until she got to the part about the Archon System.

Suddenly Charlie was sitting up straighter. “Tell me about the runes,” she said quickly. She reached for a pad of paper and a pen at the computer desk, pulling both out of a drawer. “Do you think you could draw a few of them for me? Could you, Jax?”

I told her I could. I worked on it while Fliss told Charlie the rest of the story. She listened attentively to the woman’s recounting of the fight against the angel and the demon, though I could tell a part of her mind was somewhere else entirely. She’s thinking about these runes, I told myself, copying down the shapes I’d seen floating among the words the Archon System sent me.

Why?

Ever since I was kid, I knew when Charlie had the tiger by the tail. Right now, she looked like she was on the verge of something big.

After the battle, Fliss told Charlie the story about being ‘branded’. She showed the blonde the symbol I’d traced on the back of her neck, and Charlie spent a long time staring at it. “Darkness and light, huh?” she muttered.

I flushed. “I didn’t exactly have a lot of time to come up with an idea,” I said. “I just wanted something that wouldn’t hurt Felicity.”

“Chill, I’m just joking,” Charlie said, a strange smile spreading across her face. “So Jax killed a demon and an angel, and then the Archon System gave him the opportunity to spread his power through one of these brands? And that’s how you got the ability to become the Valkyrie?”

Fliss nodded, pleased that she’d gotten it in one. “That’s right.”

Charlie looked like she’d just had a suspicion confirmed. She swiveled in her chair, turning her full attention to me. “You killed that worm guy. Did the Archon System give you another opportunity?”

My mouth dropped open. The pressure behind my eyes increased a fraction, as if it had been waiting for just this moment to make itself felt even more.

I knew what that pressure meant. Even if I was trying to tell myself I didn’t.

I blinked, and words appeared over Charlie’s head.

Spend 1 Ability Point to <<BRAND>> this human. Bestowing a <<BRAND>> gives a sentient being access to the Archon System. If the <<BRAND>> process is unsuccessful, the Ability Point will be refunded…

I swallowed hard. “It did,” I said. “It gives me these Ability Points, like something out of a goddamn video game. I can use them to upgrade myself… or I can use them to give someone else access to the Archon System…”

“Good.” Charlie was already standing up, brushing her long blonde hair away from her neck. “Because I want you to brand me.”
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None of us spoke for a moment. Charlie had said what she wanted to say; Fliss and I were too stunned to do much more than stare at her.

“You don’t know what you’re asking,” Fliss suddenly blurted. “You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into…”

Charlie snorted and rolled her eyes. “I think I have a better idea than most people,” she said, looking around the room filled with occult knick-knacks. “No offense.”

“None taken,” I whispered.

Charlie turned her attention back to mine. Her piercing green eyes stared into mine, and for a moment I felt the old heat. There’d never been a relationship between the two of us—not in the least because everyone and their grandmother who worked in or around the Fortress of Solitude expected the two of us to hook up. But the two of us were close. And I was a young guy when I’d left her side, just barely college-age. Of course I’d had the odd fantasy or two.

Suddenly those thoughts felt like a lot more than just fantasies.

Charlie’s gaze dropped to my lap, and for a second I thought she was going to say something incredibly lewd. But she was looking at the legal pad she’d given me, the one that was now covered in runes that mostly matched what I’d seen on the Archon Tablet.

She reached out a hand. “Can I see that?”

I gave it to her. Her eyes slid over the paper, scanning the marks. After a moment, she nodded. “Just as I thought.”

“What!?” Fliss looked gobsmacked. “What did you think?”

Charlie had already been on her feet. Now she was moving across the room. “Give me just a second.”

We did. Both of us watched as she went over into a corner of the room and flipped a switch. A section of the wall slid upwards, rolling like a shutter to reveal a set of cabinets hidden behind the plaster. Charlie hummed to herself as she examined them, moving her finger from one shelf to the next.

“Another secret!?” Fliss gasped.

Charlie glanced over her shoulder and grinned. “There’s no better place to hide a secret door than behind another secret door,” she said, her nose wrinkling cutely. “Nobody expects it, which means nobody’s looking for it.”

“What are you looking for?” I couldn’t help but ask.

“I’ll show you in a minute,” Charlie promised. She gave me another one of those smiles over her shoulder, only this one had a great deal more warmth to it. “Tell me the truth. You can brand me, right?”

I had no alternative but to tell the truth. “That’s right.”

Charlie opened one of the cabinets. Hidden inside and stretching from the very top of the cabinet to the floor was a sword. It had a silver blade and a gray, metallic handle. Its weight shifted as she drew it from the cabinet, and I saw that the tip of the sword wasn’t a triangle—it was a flat rectangle, like the eraser on the end of a pencil.

I was sure the edges were plenty sharp, though.

“I want you to take a look at this,” Fliss said, handing me the blade. “The hilt, specifically.”

I did. Arcane symbols had been carved into the sword’s pommel, going all the way up the hilt. With a start, I realized I recognized them. I’d seen the same runes on the Archon Tablet.

I saw the same runes every time the Archon System connected with me and granted me more power.

My shock must have shown on my face. Charlie grinned. “It’s the same, isn’t it?” she asked, even though she already knew the answer. “Ha! I knew it!”

“What is this?” I gasped, holding up the weapon.

Suddenly the weapon appeared to be covered in a wave of static. The only reason I didn’t drop the sword was because I’d seen this once before—the Archon System had done the same thing when it was identifying what level of threat the worm-man who’d attacked us in the video store was. The static faded as quickly as it came, replaced with words floating over the sword’s hilt.

<<TEMPEST FANG>> they said, with the same diacritic marks around the name and everything. The letters glowed faintly in my view, like I’d stumbled onto some rare loot in a video game. WOULD YOU LIKE TO EQUIP THIS RELIC?

I stared down at the blade, thinking.

“Jax?” Fliss’s voice reached me, shaking me from my trance. “What are you seeing, babe?”

I realized with a start that Felicity couldn’t see what I was seeing. “There’s words,” I explained. “I think it’s partially a translation and partially something the Archon System is telling me.”

“What’s it telling you?” Charlie wanted to know.

I lifted the blade. Just like with Charlie, the weight of the weapon noticeably shifted when I moved it. I turned it this way and that, studying the motion, and concluded that there had to be something inside of the hilt that rocked back and forth. A channel of liquid metal, or something like that. Curious. Weird. When combined with the blade’s flat edge, it was clear this was no ordinary weapon.

“It says this sword is called Tempest Fang,” I said, holding the blade straight up. “And that I can equip it, if I want to. Dunno what that does.”

I figured it probably linked the weapon to me in some way. Maybe if I equipped it, I’d be able to summon and unsummon the blade at will, the way I did with my Aether Blades. That would be a pretty cool trick.

To my surprise, Charlie rose and went back to the cabinet. She dug around a little bit, then pulled another weapon from the cabinet. “And this one?”

I stared. The blonde came back across the room, holding what looked like a rapier used in fencing. It had a wide, circular guard, and a narrow tip that shrank to a tiny dot at the pointy end. Hooks surrounded that dot: four of them, pointing in each of the directions of the compass.

You stab them with the point, I thought, already picturing how the weapon worked. Then when you pull, those hooks rend the flesh. Turns a tiny puncture wound into one that won’t close.

It was both an elegant weapon and a brutal one. I was impressed.

“Where the hell did you get these?” I asked, laying the Tempest Fang across my lap so I could take the second blade. “I don’t remember your dad having these in his collection back in the day…”

Charlie’s lips compressed to a tight little line. “There were some things he didn’t share with us when we were kids, Jax. Things he didn’t feel comfortable telling me about until long after you left.”

I blinked. “Like the Bellum Aeternum?”

The look on Charlie’s face told me everything I needed to know. She hadn’t just known a little about the eternal war between Heaven and Hell before Fliss and I told her about it. We’d told her very little that she didn’t already know.

“Yeah,” she admitted. “Like that. Dad believed in being prepared, as I’m sure you remember. He sold some seriously rare collectibles in order to afford this stuff. Most of it predates Noah’s Flood.”

“Noah’s Flood?” Fliss’s brows furrowed. “Isn’t that just a story…?”

Charlie and I shared a look. After a second, Charlie grinned.

“He never balked at the cost,” she continued, not answering Fliss’s question. “Just told me that if the day came where we ever needed any of this stuff, we’d find out it was worth it.” She put a hand on her hip, her gaze sliding up and down the rapier-like blade. “I guess he was right.”

“He most certainly was.” I held the rapier up, letting the Archon System scan it. “Tell me your secrets, little blade…”

Another blast of static enveloped the weapon. This time I didn’t react at all—I knew the effect was only happening in my vision, and neither Fliss nor Charlie could see a thing. After a few seconds of processing, new words appeared over the blade:

<<BITCH’S BLADE>> they said, the profanity so crude and unexpected that I did a double-take. The Powermancer Class cannot equip this relic!

“Huh,” I said. “That’s interesting.”

I told Fliss and Charlie the name of the blade. They both snickered, but neither of them was laughing when I told them about the class lock.

“Give it to me,” Fliss suggested, reaching out her hands. “I’ll take a look at it.”

I did. Felicity held the silver blade gently for a few seconds, her eyes roaming over its length, then she frowned deeply.

“My System’s showing the same thing,” she said, handing the weapon back to Charli. “Valkyries can’t equip it either, I suppose.”

Charlie nodded like she’d suspected all this. “That’s fine,” she said. “Dad chose these two weapons for a reason, after all.”

My throat suddenly went dry. “You’re not suggesting…”

Charlie was. “The sword is for you,” she said, nodding at the Tempest Fang. “And the rapier is for me.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

A little laugh escaped Charlie’s lips. “Why? This is exactly why my Dad collected this stuff, Jax. He did it so that we could be safe, if something did happen and the Bellum Aeternum spilled over into the real world. You and I were meant to wield these weapons. You with the sword, and me with the rapier.”

“I’m still trying to figure out where the worm-man comes into the equation,” Fliss said, lifting a hand. “What does that guy have to do with the war between Heaven and Hell?”

Charlie thought it over, frowning. “Maybe nothing,” she admitted with a shrug. “Maybe something. You were told the Gates were starting to open, right?”

Both of us nodded.

“Lots of damned souls on the other side of that gate,” Charlie mused, putting a finger to her dainty chin. “Some of them are pretty damned powerful: warlocks, occultists, guys who sold their soul to Lucifer throughout the ages in exchange for power. I wonder if they’re starting to slip the net; grabbing the bodies of the weak and feeble-minded and using them as vessels.”

“Vessels?” I asked.

“Weak?” Fliss added.

Charlie let out a rueful little chuckle. “That guy was a repeat customer,” she admitted, glancing away. “Not a particularly pleasant one, either. Maybe the other side saw an opportunity to make a strike at you and Fliss. Maybe this ‘corruption’ is just Hell’s shock troops getting a toehold in the real world.”

If that was the case, then we had a hell of a lot more fighting ahead of us. “Fuck,” I grunted. “First angels and demons. Now corrupted humans, too?”

“It’s a lot,” Charlie agreed. She scooted her chair a little bit closer. “That’s why you should brand me as quickly as possible, Jax. The sooner I can use the Archon System too, the sooner I can help you.”

I still found that totally insane. “Charlie, I don’t think you know what you’re asking for,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s not as simple as just getting some magic powers.”

“No?”

Fliss and I shared a look. “The angels and the demons will be hunting you,” Felicity said with a worried expression. “Both Heaven and Hell. Both sides of the Bellum Aeternum will consider themselves your enemy.”

“There’s no way to give the power back, either,” I insisted. I didn't mention the fiendish Dr. Boddeker or his plans to rip the Archon System right out of my head. I sensed that was not a real solution at all. “Once you take the power into yourself, there’s no turning back. You’re stuck with it. For life, probably.”

Charlie didn’t look upset by that. “Both of you turn into kickass fighting machines whenever there’s a monster around,” she said, putting her hands back on her hips. “Would either of you give that power back?”

She had us there. Fliss and I shared a look.

“No,” I had to admit. “No, I wouldn’t.”

“Me either,” Fliss added.

Charlie gave us both a nod. “Jax, these weapons were meant for us,” she insisted, holding up the silver rapier. “Whatever set of powers I get when you give me the Archon System, I know they’re going to be able to use this weapon to the fullest. It’s my destiny.” She gave me a sideways look, and a mischievous grin spread across her face. “You should equip yours. See what it can do.”

She had a point. I glanced down at the Tempest Fang, my gaze sliding down its gray length. Like or not, this weapon was also a part of the inheritance Charlie’s father had prepared for me. He’d secured these swords at great personal expense; trading God knew what in exchange for them.

For blades he knew he was never going to wield, I thought, a little shaken. How much did you really know about the future, old man?

Something told me that if I equipped the Tempest Fang, I’d be one step closer to knowing.

I held up the blade, my gaze focused on the pommel. “How do I equip this…?”

The answer came to me as if I already knew it. There was a faint tug in the back of my head, and the words that had faded when I’d let go of the blade popped back into place, floating back and forth gently. The word YES began to glow, and I did something I couldn’t explain. It felt like an exertion of pure will.

The blade began to glow. <<TEMPEST FANG>> Equipped, the Archon System informed me. Weapon is at Familiarity Level One. Stat boosts have been assigned.

Stat boosts?

But that wasn’t all the System had in store for me.

New Unique Weapon Actions Available! You have learned the following:

<<Summon>>

<<Recall>>

<<Aether Summoning>>

<<Aether Dismissal>>

“Holy shit,” I muttered, watching the blade glow. It rose a few inches into the air, wind blowing all around it as it lay suspended in the center of my vision. Waiting for me to take it. Claim it.

Make it mine.

“What’s it saying!?” Fliss demanded. I don’t think it had ever been quite so frustrating that the two of us couldn’t see each other’s messages in our versions of the Archon System. “Jax, what is it doing?”

I didn’t answer—not with words. Instead, I poked at the new knowledge blossoming in my brain. All of a sudden, I knew how to do things with this weapon. Not just stabbing and thrusting—stabbing wasn’t much good with a blunt-tipped weapon, at any rate—but how to make the blade come when I called. Or how to make it disappear in a pinch.

I closed my fist. A wave of light rippled over the Tempest Fang, and it disappeared.

The room rang with silence. Fliss blinked; Charlie looked at the space where the sword had been like she’d just seen a Fourth of July fireworks show.

Fliss spoke first. “Where the hell did it go?” she blurted, looking around the room.

I grinned. “Let me show you.”

I sprang from the chair, swinging my fist at an invisible enemy. I pictured the worm-man in my mind’s eye, leaping over the counter and stretching his crumbling nails at Charlie’s throat.

Only this time, I had the tools I needed to stop him.

“Ha!” I roared. My hand swung, and a glow coalesced in the air in the shape of the Tempest Fang. By the time I was halfway through the strike, the weapon lay in my hand, tendrils of magic forming an aura around it.

I understood the purpose of the liquid in the center now. It steadied the weapon in mid-strike, the shift in weight moving along with the direction of the attack I performed while I summoned it. The system was designed to work with my magic, not against it.

I stabbed out with the blade. If the worm-man had been there, he’d have been missing a head.

“Oh my gawd!” Charlie nearly fell out of her seat. “Holy shit, Jax, that’s so cool—!”

I wasn’t done.

I aimed at the spot where the rolling door came down over the hidden cabinet. It was one of the only places in the room that was nothing but a bare wall—in retrospect, I should have figured out sooner there was something hidden there. Aiming for that would make sure I didn’t hit anything breakable.

I tossed the blade like a javelin, hurling it at the door like one of my Aether bolts.

The blunt end of the Tempest Fang struck the door, the force of the blow puncturing the wood. It hung there, sticking out of the wall like a bizarre trophy, the liquid core of the sword rocking it gently back and forth as what was inside settled.

Fliss and Charlie stared at it, their eyes nearly falling out of their sockets.

“My door!” Charlie gasped.

I opened my hand, making a ‘come here’ gesture with my fingers. I didn’t know why that was the right thing to do—it just felt like it was. I was moving on pure instinct, using my new powers to their fullest extension.

The blade shook, an inch of it coming free from the wall. Suddenly it tore loose of the wood, retracting as if pulled by a cable. It flew back to my hand—recalled, the way I knew the Recall spell was meant to represent.

As the hilt touched my fingers, I spoke a word.

The whole sword shimmered into nothingness, leaving only a faint trail of aether behind.

I stared down at the spot where it had been, a sense of triumph filling my chest. “Oh yeah,” I said, closing my fingers and opening them again. “Yeah, that is very powerful…”

When I glanced up, Fliss and Charlie were staring at me.

“How did you do that?” Fliss asked.

“How soon can you do it to me!?” Charlie wanted to know.

It took everything I had not to laugh. After a display like that, I couldn’t blame my childhood friend for wanting to get in on the action. And hell, if the Bitch’s Blade was anywhere near as powerful as my new weapon, I wanted to see what it was capable of.

I wanted Heaven and Hell to see it, too.

“You really want to be one of us?” I asked Charlie, staring into her piercing green eyes. “You want the power, like Fliss and me?”

Charlie nodded like a bobblehead. “I was born ready for this, Jax. My father’s been preparing both of us for this our entire lives.” She crossed her arms beneath her chest. “Brand me.”

Fliss coughed. “It’s not that simple,” she said, giving me a significant look.

Charlie glanced between the two of us. There was something there, she could tell, but she couldn’t make out its outline just yet. “What aren’t you telling me?” she demanded.

I had a feeling I knew what Fliss was talking about. “The process is… demanding,” I said, thinking of that mass of writhing tendrils. “It’s extremely intense, and not something to be taken lightly—”

“Lightly!?” Charlie cut me off with a laugh. “Jax, I’m getting superpowers. And I’ll be able to continue whatever crazy shit my dad was up to before he bit the dust. Where I’m standing that’s an absolute, without a shadow of a doubt, hell fucking yes on the Archon System. If you think a little bit of pain is going to stop me from fulfilling my destiny, you’re out of your mind!”

“It’s not pain,” I said, giving her an awkward smile. “The process of branding, it’s…”

I trailed off.

Sensing she wasn’t going to get an answer from me, Charlie turned to Fliss. “You’ve done it,” she said, pointing at my girlfriend. “What the hell is he talking about?”

If Fliss had hoped to get out of this without having to say it, she was sadly mistaken.

“It’s pleasurable,” the brunette whispered.

Charlie looked poleaxed. “Wait, really?”

“It’s pretty much pure ecstasy,” Fliss said, her words tripping over themselves in a rush. “Imagine the climax of the most intense, incredible orgasm you’ve ever had—and then imagine it doesn’t fucking let go. Not until Jax is done with you. Not until he’s made you his.” Fliss shuddered with pleasure at the memory of it. “Just thinking about it is making me sweat.”

Charlie’s reaction wasn’t what I’d expected. Instead of looking the slightest bit nervous, a big, goofy grin spread across the blonde’s face.

“Well, hell,” she said, winking at me. “What do we have to lose? Let’s do it!”


16

Given the circumstances, I didn’t want to brand Charlie in the room filled with creepy occult shit. Even if she claimed the wards made the basement perfectly safe, I felt the presence of too many arcane eyes on the back of my neck to feel comfortable putting my brand on the back of Charlie’s.

After some discussion, we decided to go back to Charlie’s place.

It wasn’t a long drive. The three of us piled into my truck, and I drove across town, heading past strip malls and grocery stores. I knew Charlie was living at her dad’s place. Sbe had taken over ownership of the place when he passed away. The drive was second nature to me; I could have done it in my sleep.

Driving through town was like driving through the past. At every corner I stumbled through half-remembered memories, looking at buildings that both were and weren’t like the ones I remembered as a kid. New developments were everywhere, stacked on top of the bones of the old. There was a freaking Starbucks on every corner, but caffeine was the last thing I needed. I was wired enough already.

Strangely, I had the front of the truck all to myself. Both Fliss and Charlie were in the backseat, talking in low voices as I drove them to our destination. I wondered what the hell was up with that, but I figured Fliss was probably trying a last-ditch attempt to convince Charlie not to go through with the branding. I didn’t want to interrupt her.

Did I want Charlie to go through with this? There were arguments for and against. Even if we left my childhood friend behind, turning our back on Cedar Rapids and never visiting again, the appearance of that corrupted customer meant things were changing in the world. As the gates opened, supernatural forces would begin pouring into the mundane world.

Having the Archon System would protect Charlie.

It would also make her a target.

I glanced up at the rearview mirror, watching the two girls as they whispered to each other. Fliss and Charlie had their heads together, giggling like schoolgirls in the backseat. What the hell were they talking about? It certainly didn’t seem like they were discussing the end of the world.

“You two okay back there?” I asked gruffly.

Fliss glanced up, looking like she’d got caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “Uh, yeah!” she said, blinking rapidly. “I’m just talking to your friend. Making sure she understands what she’s getting into!”

“Okay,” I said, turning my attention back to the road. “You got any questions you want to ask me, Charlie?”

The blonde shook her head. The two of them were conspiring, I just knew it. What they were up to was an open question.

I supposed I’d find out soon enough.

They kept on talking as I turned off the main road, turning through a series of suburban neighborhoods. The houses here were nice, with big sloping lawns and multiple stories. Plenty of the houses had walls with a gate, and they nearly all sported pools in the backyard.

“This place looks a lot nicer than I remember,” I said, glancing at the rearview mirror.

Neither woman looked like they’d heard me. But when I strained, I thought I could catch a few snippets of their conversation.

“You’re sure you’re okay with this?” Charlie asked.

Huh. What did Fliss have to be okay with? Charlie was the one getting branded.

I saw Fliss’s shadow nod in the rearview mirror. “We’re all in this together,” she said, her eyes flashing. She glanced up at me for a second, and I felt certain she knew I was listening in. “Besides, you’ve kind of had dibs on him since he was a teenager…”

A flush of heat rose up my collar and filled my cheeks. Were they talking about me?

“We’re just about there!” I said, way louder than necessary. “It’s still the one on the corner, right?”

It was. Just up ahead, the road split into two lanes, each of which ended in a cul-de-sac. Fliss’s family home was at the corner of the main road and the rightmost lane. It was slightly smaller than most of the houses in the neighborhood, but still nice: a midcentury modern, with a big patio on the side and a garage large enough for any number of bands to practice in. No car waited in the driveway; Charlie’s was still back in the parking lot of the Fortress of Solitude, where we’d go when we were done.

“We’ll talk more about it later,” Fliss insisted, squeezing Charlie’s hand. “But it’s cool.”

“As long as you say so,” Charlie replied with a grin. For a second, she looked almost like the Harley Quinn on her shirt—both of them had more than a little bit of crazy in their eyes.

Good crazy or bad crazy?

I was about to find out.

“Alright, let’s not dilly-dally,” I said, pulling into the drive. “Every minute we spend outside of those protective wards is one that an angel or a demon might decide to try and get the drop on us.”

“Couldn’t agree more,” Charlie said. “Come on in! The place hasn’t changed a bit…”

She made her way up the drive, carrying the Bitch’s Blade. She’d insisted on bringing the sword with her so she could equip it as soon as her branding ceremony was done. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that if neither me nor Fliss could equip the thing, she probably wouldn’t be able to, either. I didn’t want to be the one to disappoint her.

I stepped through the front door and froze. A wave of nostalgia washed over me as I entered the foyer. The living room on the left, the dining room on the right, the narrow stairs leading to the second floor in the center… all of it came back to me in a flood.

“You weren’t kidding,” I muttered, covering my stumble with a laugh. “It’s the same.”

“Dad didn’t change a thing after you left,” Charlie said, with only a trace of bitterness betraying her tone. “After he passed away, I couldn’t bring myself to change anything, either.”

“It’s a beautiful home,” Fliss said, eyeing the place. “You must have made some good memories here, Jax.”

I had. I’d never lived here, but at times it felt like I did. Charlie’s parents had made no bones about me considering this place my second home. I felt certain that if I went upstairs, the guest bedroom would be made up exactly the way I liked it. Dimly, I wondered if my old back issues of Bone were still under the bed.

“Where should we do this?” Charlie asked. Her eyes were eager, and her fingers faintly trembled with excitement.

“The bedroom,” Fliss said before I could come up with an idea. “You should be lying down, just in case. I’m not lying when I say it’s an intense process.”

Maybe. But I thought there were other reasons for Fliss’s suggestion.

Charlie was nodding. “Should I get something to drink first?” she asked.

I thought about that, then vetoed it. “No,” I said, shaking my head. “You should be sober for this, I’m pretty sure.”

Charlie didn’t argue. “Then let’s go. Bedroom’s upstairs.”

To my surprise, Charlie didn’t lead me to her old room, or even to mine. Instead she headed all the way down the hall, opening the door to the master bedroom. She stepped inside and gestured for us to follow.

Stupid, I thought. Of course Charlie sleeps in the master bedroom. This is her house now.

Unlike the rest of the house, this room had been made over to the point that it no longer resembled the previous owner’s home. It was as if Charlie had taken out all of her frustration over her unwillingness to change the house in this one tiny space, tearing everything out and remaking it in her image. Her parents’ sedate bed had been replaced with a massive four-poster, and all the furniture was sleek, black and Italian. Through the door on the other side, I could see that she’d renovated the bathroom as well.

“Doesn’t look much like the old place, does it?” Charlie asked.

I thought I detected a kind of taunting lilt in her tone, like she was daring me to say I’d disrespected her dad’s memory by renovating the bedroom. The problem with that line of thinking was, I was glad she’d done it.

“It looks great,” I said, meaning it. “I’d hate to think of you resting your head at night in a place that made you sad. It’s good that you’re modernizing the place.”

Charlie gave me a bemused look. “Good,” she said, looking at me like I’d just passed a test. “Okay, so how do we do this whole branding thing?”

I opened my mouth to explain, only for Fliss to cut me off a second time.

“Go put on some more comfortable clothes,” my girlfriend said, looking the blonde up and down. “You’re going to want to be relaxed for this, Charlie. I guarantee it.”

Huh? I didn’t really care what Charlie was wearing. I wanted her to be comfortable, sure, but the actual process of being branded ought to handle that. I didn’t understand why Fliss was speaking up.

Then again, she knew more about it than I did. She’d been branded, and I’d only done the branding. Maybe she wished she’d been in some comfortable, loose-fitting clothes at the time?

“Cool! Be right back.” Charlie grabbed some threads out of the closet and disappeared into the master bathroom. I could hear her humming as she stripped out of her nerd t-shirt and jeans, putting on whatever it was that she’d taken out of her wardrobe.

I used the time to confer with Fliss.

“Comfortable clothes?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

Fliss shrugged. “Couldn’t hurt. Could it?”

I supposed not.

After a few minutes, Charlie came back into the bedroom. My eyes nearly popped out of my head when I saw her—when she said she was going to change into something ‘comfortable’, I’d assumed she meant some fuzzy pajama bottoms or something like that. The blonde wore nothing but an oversized gray work t-shirt. It covered about as much of her thighs as a pair of good daisy dukes, but no more.

“Um,” I blurted, looking her up and down.

Charlie cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t worry,” she said with a slight smile. “I’m wearing panties under this. So are we ready to do this thing, or what?”

I shared a look with Fliss. It was really up to me whether or not I branded Charlie, but there was definitely something strange about having my childhood friend bouncing up and down on the bed in panties and a big t-shirt while I etched a living tattoo onto her skin. I wouldn’t have blamed Fliss for being a little freaked out by how intimate it was, or wanting to take a step back.

But Fliss didn’t want to take a step back. Hell, she looked excited by the prospect.

Fuck it, I thought. I’m making Charlie more powerful, right?

Right. This was going to help her defend herself. Give her the tools she needed to survive through the Bellum Aeternum.

The fact that I was going to watch her writhing in ecstasy while half-naked through the whole thing didn’t enter into it at all. No sirree.

Charlie splayed out on the big four-post bed, getting comfortable. Fliss moved as close to her as she dared, keeping one leg on the floor and her other thigh on the edge of the mattress. She watched Charlie with wide eyes, as if she were reliving her own experience of being branded vicariously through my friend.

“Um.” Charlie laughed. “I will know when you start doing this, right?”

She had no fucking idea. “Most definitely,” I said, concentrating. “Just try to relax…”

With a blink, the familiar words appeared over the blonde’s head. The Archon System invited me to spend one Ability Point to brand Charlie, placing my mark on her body. By doing so, I’d be sharing my access to the system with her—giving her her own class and magical abilities.

A flicker of doubt remained in the back of my head. Was this the right thing to do? Even if Charlie wanted it, I’d be changing her life forever. This wasn’t like Fliss, where I wasn’t sure what I’d been doing when I gave her the power. This was premeditated.

I looked down into the blonde’s eyes. She smiled.

“Yes,” Charlie said. “I want it. Brand me, Jax. I’m ready.”

I closed my eyes. “Okay. Here it comes…”

This time, the words remained even when I closed my eyes. The words “<<BRAND>> target? Y/N.” flickered against the backs of my eyelids, and I couldn’t have consciously told you how exactly I managed to select the Y with my eyes closed. It was an exertion of pure will.

<<BRAND PROCESS ACTIVATED!>>

My eyes shot open. Just like the first time I’d done it, my arms jerked forward of their own accord, like they were being tugged by invisible strings. A beam of pure red energy emerged from my chest, connecting me to the blonde woman lying on the bed.

She began to float. Charlie’s ass lifted off the bed as she squealed, her eyes rolling back in her head as the power of the Archon System infiltrated her body. The last time I’d done this, I’d interpreted the sounds Fliss was making as ones of distress. Now I knew better.

“Oh gawwwd!” Charlie groaned. “Holy shit, Jax! Fuck, how does that feel so good…?”

I didn’t know. I didn’t care. I had a job to do.

Tendrils flew from my wrists, reaching for the floating girl. In my mind’s eye, I pictured her flipping over, sitting upright, her long blonde hair pulled over her shoulder so I could get access to the flat expanse of skin on the back of her neck. I saw the tendrils etching my mark onto her, branding her, giving her the power she sought.

But the power within me had other plans.

The tendrils reached Charlie, only to grab the hem of her shirt. They tugged, pulling the thing upward so far that the undersides of her breasts were completely exposed. My heart skipped a beat, and my throat went dry. A strangled sound of shock escaped me.

What the fuck!?

“What are you doing?” Fliss asked. She didn’t sound upset—just curious. Maybe even a little amused.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. I exerted my will, trying to tame the wild tendrils of magic extending from my wrists. “They’re not doing what I’m telling them! They’re out of control!”

The corner of Fliss’s mouth curled in a smirk. “That’s definitely not how I got branded.”

It certainly wasn’t. Two of the tendrils held Charlie’s shirt up, exposing her bare midriff and the undersides of her luscious tits. The rest perched next to her panties, clustering around the top of her left thigh. One of them slid her panties—cotton and pink—to the side to get better access to her skin.

It only took me a moment to process it. My jaw dropped open.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I blurted. “That’s where I’m putting the brand?”

It was practically a tramp stamp. No one would be able to see it, unless Charlie were to wear a skirt so criminally short it invited a public indecency charge. Whatever logo I chose to mark her with would be right next to her pussy—like a private declaration of her ownership.

Fliss leaned forward, sparks dancing in her eyes as she watched the blonde writhe and moan. “So that’s what it looked like…” she murmured.

God, she looks like she wishes she could go through all of it again, I thought. I guess I don’t blame her—Charlie looks like she’s having the time of her life.

Charlie’s tits heaved against the t-shirt as she howled with bliss. The tendril tugging her panties made it impossible not to see the way her soft pink folds quivered with every pulse of the red beam of energy, like her walls were desperately clamping down on nothing. Only the whites of her eyes showed, and her tongue lolled from the side of her mouth.

“Charlie, can you hear me?” I asked. I wanted to make sure she was okay with this new development before I moved forward. The brand was permanent. “Charlie, the brand’s not going to go where it went for Fliss. The power won’t move to the back of your neck—”

Charlie let out a moan and arched her back. “That’s fine,” she panted, sounding like she was on the verge of an orgasm. “That’s awesome, actually! I—oh fuck!”

Her words became a cry of bliss. Honey dripped between her thighs as her core boiled over, her legs shaking uncontrollably as the power of our connection sent pulses of bliss through her body. Her muscles rippled as she rode out a titanic orgasm, her nails digging into her palms so deeply that she nearly drew blood.

“I can’t fucking take it!” the blonde cried. Her hair rose around her in a messy halo, her face a mask of pleasure as she tried and failed to master the sheer ecstasy coursing through her body. “Unngh, fuck! Brand me, Jax, brand me!”

There was no time to waste. Exerting my will, I grabbed hold of the magical tendrils and got to work.

For a brief moment before the branding ceremony began, I’d entertained the idea of etching a different symbol into Charlie’s skin than the one I’d used with Fliss. It seemed odd to give both women the same symbol, the same way two women with the same tattoo would end up with one being accused of ripping the other off. But Charlie hadn’t come up with any ideas for the brand she wanted—and deep down, part of me worried that the shape of the symbol might somehow affect the powers the person was bestowed. Since it worked so well with Fliss, I decided to go with the same brand.

It was a little bit tougher all the same. Branding someone’s upper thigh wasn’t like etching the back of their neck—it was a much more involved process, full of tiny details that required intense concentration. I needed to focus in order to put that emblem of darkness and light on Charlie’s beautiful body.

The fact that she was cumming her brains out and moaning my name the whole time I did it didn’t help matters in the least.

Somehow, I managed to make it work. The tendrils struck again and again, moving in time with my fingers as I branded Charlie’s upper thigh. Just like before my movements were crude, inexperienced, but the magical tendrils transformed them into pure art. Just like before I lost myself in the work, dead to the world until the deed was done.

After what felt like an hour, I pulled back the tendrils with a gasp. The brand stood out on Charlie’s skin, the same swirl of darkness and light I’d put on the back of Fliss’s neck. It had looked hot on my girlfriend, and the position of it so close to Charlie’s pussy made it look even hotter on her.

I took a step back and wiped my forehead. Sweat beaded on my brow; I felt like I’d just gotten finished running a marathon. Next to me, Fliss looked like she couldn’t decide which of us she’d rather stare at.

“It’s finished,” I said. “Looks pretty good—”

Charlie screamed.

For a horrible moment I thought I’d done something wrong. Her back arched like a cat’s, her panties snapping back into place and her shirt rolling back down her midriff as the tendrils of magic retreated. But even as they moved back to where they were, her clothes were already beginning to dissolve.

“Ah!” Charlie cried. “Oh my God, oh my gawwwd…!”

I thought I knew what to expect. After all, I’d watched Fliss transform into the Valkyrie — how much different could Charlie’s branding be?

A lot, as it turned out.

Charlie didn’t grow any taller or more muscular. Instead, her body became sleek and taut as a bowstring, her natural curves accentuating the tightest, most athletic physique I’d ever seen. A band of silver silk encircled her shoulders, cupping her heavy breasts and exposing her midriff, while a leather skirt hugged her round ass with a line of lush fur where her belt would be. It made her look like some kind of badass barbarian babe, and I liked the look immensely.

Then her skin began to change.

At first, the darkening of her tone happened so slowly that I convinced myself I was just imagining it. But it was no hallucination. Within the span of a few more heartbeats, Charlie’s skin tone went from tanned to a purple so deep it almost looked black. Her blonde hair lightened to a platinum sheen, then went completely white, like a blizzard cascading over her shoulders. Her lips were pouty and gray, the shade of a cloudy autumn morning, and her eyes were the same shade. Her ears—

I gasped. Her ears were pointed.

My powers turned Fliss into a Viking warrior goddess, but at least she’d stayed recognizably human. Charlie hadn’t. She looked like… like…

“An elf,” Fliss murmured behind me. “Good God, Jax, you made her a dark elf!”

I was glad Fliss said it, so I wouldn’t have to. The transformation was a little overwhelming. Charlie had gone from being my childhood friend to a full-blown fantasy creature in the blink of an eye. She looked like the kind of woman who could have stepped right out of a video game or a fantasy novel cover—but only if those video games had been X-rated.

The final piece of her new outfit manifested as she sat up—a cloak of thick white fur that looked like it had been stripped from a polar bear. She draped it over her shoulders like a cape, then rose to her feet, staring down at her body. A pair of skintight dragon’s scale boots hugged her long, lustrous calves, and she grinned down at herself as she couldn’t possibly be happier with her appearance.

“This is incredible,” Charlie murmured. She strode over to the full-length mirror in the bedroom and examined herself, preening like a model in a lingerie catalog. “Fuck, I look amazing! And I feel so fucking good…!”

Her gaze slid across the room, settling on the dresser. The rapier we’d taken from her safe room beneath the Fortress of Solitude rested on top of it, glowing faintly. Before Fliss or I could ask her a single question, Charlie made her way across the room and picked up the blade.

Her gaze caressed it lovingly. “Oh yes,” she purred, showing a smile filled with even, perfectly white teeth. “The Bitch’s Blade. Ha! You’ll do nicely!”

“You can equip it?” I asked, amazed.

Charlie didn’t answer with words. She gripped the hilt of the blade, still smiling. The glow brightened until it cast our shadows across the walls of the room, then faded. As it did, the weapon faded right along with it.

She unsummoned it, I realized, my jaw dropping open. It’s hers now. Just like the Tempest Fang is mine.

Charlie’s dad was right all along. These weapons belonged to us. They were meant for the two of us to use.

Together.

“I’m so happy for you,” I said, meaning it. “Both of us are. Aren’t we, Fliss—”

I turned. Fliss had already transformed, taking on the aspect of the Valkyrie. Only she hadn’t summoned her armor along with her bodacious Viking bod. She wore nothing but what she usually had on under it.

Which meant she was gloriously topless, with a criminally short skirt hugging her hips.

“Oh, wow,” I said, my cock straining against my boxers. “Fuck, you’re really hitting the gas, Fliss…”

“That’s right,” Charlie purred from behind me. “Now that we’re all part of the team, we can party together.”

As I watched, amazed, Fliss took Charlie into her arms.

The two of them kissed.
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Holy shit, I thought, feeling like the luckiest son of a bitch who’d ever lived. Do not fuck this up, Jax. Do NOT fuck this up…

My girlfriend and my childhood best friend made out hot and heavy in front of me, gasping and groping each other like two Hollywood actresses hamming it up like extras from Wild Things. Charlie’s dark, nimble fingers caressed Fliss’s heavy breasts, teasing her nipples to full hardness as her tongue slid into the Valkyrie’s mouth. Their height difference was so extreme that Fliss grabbed Charlie’s round dark elf booty with both hands and lifted her off the ground, gripping her cheeks roughly as they kissed.

It went on for what felt like ages. I just watched, spellbound, wishing I had a camera or something that would let me capture the moment. It was the hottest fucking thing I’d ever seen.

Fliss broke the kiss, holding Charlie in her arms. Both of them turned to look at me.

Then they nearly fell over giggling.

“Oh my God, look at him!” Charlie teased, nibbling her bottom lip as her gaze took in the bulge in my pants. “Have you ever seen a man so fucking turned on, Fliss?”

The Valkyrie shook her head. “It’s been mean, keeping him in the dark like this,” she said, her golden braid hanging between her heavy breasts. “I’m glad we don’t have to pretend any longer, babe…”

Babe? Why were they talking like that?

Fliss set Charlie back on the ground. The dark elf sashayed across the bedroom, thrusting her tits forward and showing off all her assets as she presented herself before me. Even after her transformation, she was a short little thing—the top of her pointed elf ears barely came up to my lips.

“Jesus, you’re so hot,” Charlie whispered. She brought one nail to my lip and ran her finger over it, her gray eyes burning holes into my own. “You have no idea how hard it’s been to hold back around you, Jax. After all these fucking years…”

I grabbed her wrist. “Charlie, what the hell are you talking about?”

I expected her to flinch. Instead, she looked at my hand like I’d just activated all her arousal centers at once.

“I like it when you take control,” she chuckled, licking her lips. “You should do it more often, Jax…”

What the hell was going on here?

Deep down, I knew. But I couldn’t believe it. The rational part of my brain refused to believe I could ever be that lucky—that I could end up in the kind of situation that guys dreamed about. Things like that just didn’t happen to people like me.

But people like me didn’t decipher ancient ruins and gain the powers of the Gods, either.

“As you’ve no doubt guessed by now, Charlie and I have been talking,” Fliss said. “About the branding process, and about the Bellum Aeternum… but also about us. And how the three of us are going to work once all of us have access to the Archon System.”

I blinked. “You did all that in the backseat of my truck?” I blurted.

Charlie laughed. “Not entirely,” she said, idly running her fingers over her breasts. “We snuck in a little gossip whenever you weren’t around. But it really didn’t take long for us to come to an understanding. Fliss and I are a lot alike, Jax. We’re on the same wavelength.”

“Which is?” I asked. I wanted to hear it from their own lips.

Fliss came closer, putting a hand on my back. “Come on,” she said. She smiled, and I saw the nerdy, slightly awkward girl hiding deep within the powerful war goddess. “You didn’t really think I was going to get between you and the girl who’s had a crush on you since you were kids, did you?”

There it was. My heart skipped a beat.

“Charlie?” I asked. “You… no, we didn’t…”

“You might not have,” Charlie said, her gray lips twisting in a smirk. “Maybe you were too blind to see it, Jax. But I’ve been carrying a torch for you since the day my dad brought you to the Fortress for the first time.”

The enormity of it struck me like a blow. “You’re kidding. But I left…”

Hurt flashed in her eyes. “Oh, I know. I spent a lot of nights being angry at you, Jaxon Bryant. Then I spent a hell of a lot more just wishing you’d come back into my life.” Her lips went flat. “Why do you think I never got married? Why you didn’t come back to Cedar Rapids to find me with a whole minivan’s worth of kids and some local schlub for a hubby?”

I blinked. “You’ve been busy,” I muttered. “With the business?”

Charlie shook her head, laughing. Her slender elvish throat looked so good I wanted to wrap my fingers around it. “You know why,” she whispered. “My Dad didn’t secure these ancient weapons so we could just be battle partners, Jax. The two of us… we’re meant to be together, you and I.”

I could barely believe it. How blind could a guy be?

Suddenly things that had always confused me made a whole hell of a lot more sense. Like why Charlie’s father split the Fortress fifty-fifty instead of giving all of it to one of us. Or why Charlie only lost it on me when I tried to give her her portion back…”

Something clicked in my head.

“Oh my God,” I blurted, feeling like the biggest fool in the world. “You weren’t angry at me because your father gave me half of the business when he died. You were angry because I wouldn’t keep it!”

Charlie’s eyes widened. The look of shock she wore was even fiercer than it would have been were she still in human form. “I thought you knew,” she said, her posture conveying her surprise. “It wasn’t just that—I was angry about Dad, and you handled everything around the Fortress really, really badly. But it was when you told me you were leaving that I really lost it…”

I thought back. I had whiffed it, hadn’t I? And I’d done it at the worst possible time.

“I told you at your dad’s funeral,” I said, putting a hand to my forehead. “God damn, what a stupid move. I can’t believe you didn’t slap the shit out of me…”

“I was tempted to,” Charlie said with a little smile. “This is better, though. You really didn’t know? Even Fliss knew.”

I looked over at Fliss, my eyes widening. The Valkyrie was watching both of us impassively, her naked breasts rising and falling rapidly. Fliss looked like she wasn’t sure which part of this whole arrangement turned her on the most. Maybe she needed me to help her figure it out.

“You knew,” I said, my chin tilting until I was gazing into her eyes. “That Charlie has had a crush on me since we were teenagers.”

Fliss nodded.

“And you didn’t slap the shit out of both of us?”

Fliss laughed. “Jax… I’m okay with this. Really. If you’re worried I’m about to turn into some kind of vengeful harpy, don’t be.”

I blinked. “How is that possible?”

Fliss shrugged. “Maybe it’s the Archon System. Or maybe it’s just the Valkyrie inside of me. Ever since I gained the ability to transform, I’ve been having all these new thoughts and feelings. It’s like… like I’m going back in time. To an older way of doing things. A more primal guideline of living.”

“We both are,” Charlie purred. Her hands caressed my chest, her gray eyes alight with passion. “Don’t fight this, babe. This is destiny. You and I were meant to be together.” She looked from me to the Valkyrie. “And so was Fliss.”

My head swam. “This… this is crazy,” I managed, looking from one woman to the next. “Just because I branded both of you, it doesn’t mean you belong to me. You’re not my property.”

Both of them groaned at the word.

“Then why does that sound so fucking hot?” Charlie whimpered.

“It really does,” Fliss agreed. “Every time I see that brand on Charlie’s gorgeous thigh, I think about the power you gave you. You created us, babe—without you, we’d be nothing but ordinary humans. We… we want to thank you for that.”

“Thank you hard,” Charlie giggled, nibbling her bottom lip. “Every single night.”

The dark elf’s fingers tugged at my clothes. Both women were right next to me now, grinding their bodies against mine. Thinking was hard—almost as hard as my cock was as Charlie ran her sumptuous rump up and down the bulge in my pants.

“This is because I’m a Powermancer,” I gasped, pieces clicking together in my head. “Isn’t it? I did this somehow, when I branded the two of you. Both of you were already into me—but this kicked it up to eleven.”

“Maybe,” Charlie said with a shrug. “Either way, it was there before you ever touched us with your magic, babe. So why not enjoy it?”

My mind swam. I had time for about one more question before I went under and sank into a sea of lust.

“The brand,” I managed, my hands encircling Charlie’s hips. “What power did it give you…?”

Charlie blinked. “I’m something called a Noir Knight,” she said, glancing down at her cleavage. Then she grinned. “I guess my new look matches my title, huh?”

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from those glorious elf titties. “It fuckin’ does,” I gasped.

A mischievous look entered Charlie’s eyes. “Want to see if every inch of me looks like this?” she teased.

Before I could say anything, Charlie took a step back. Her hands went to the fur stole around her shoulders and stripped it away, tossing it to the carpet. Underneath her shoulders were bare, with only a single knot holding the silk wrap that caressed her breasts.

One motion of her fingers and that knot came undone, falling away from her tits.

Oh fuck. She was even hotter than I’d imagined.

Charlie took her time stripping off her clothing. She knew how to put on a show, and she used her new dark elf body to its fullest. By the time she was down to just her skirt, a sheen of sweat showed on every inch of her smooth, dark skin. She was right—every inch of her body had been transformed.

Suddenly there were fingers on my cock.

I glanced down to see Fliss had undone my belt and slipped her hand beneath the waistband of my pants. She had a hell of a grip thanks to the Valkyrie’s strength, and she wasted no time stripping off my pants and boxers while she stroked me with her free hand. As Charlie showed off her nearly-naked elf bod, the Valkyrie leaned down and put her wet lips against my ear.

“Isn’t she gorgeous?” Fliss teased. “Look at the way she moves, Jax. She was hot before, but now she’s sex in heels…”

She was right. Charlie’s new body could put the finest Vegas showgirl to shame. I couldn’t believe my luck—I was about to hop into bed with two of the most beautiful women on Earth.

The Noir Knight finished her striptease by pulling off her skirt. It slid from her wide hips and fell to the floor. Underneath, Charlie was wearing the tiniest black thong I’d ever seen — and nothing else.

She turned around, bending at the waist and giving her round ass a hearty slap. “I love my new body,” she said, grinning as she watched me over her shoulder. Her fingers slid between her thighs, caressing the brand I’d put there right next to her pussy. “Thank you so much for giving it to me, Jax. You did this to me, and now all of it’s for you. All of this…”

Before I could say a word, Charlie’s panties hit the floor.

Her pussy was wet and waiting, her thighs already slick with desire. There wasn’t a hair on Charlie’s body beneath her mouth, and the trim pink slit between her legs was no different. She parked her pert behind on the bed and spread her legs for me, showing me the tight channel that now belonged to her man.

I groaned as Fliss pumped my cock in her fist. It was torture to watch my childhood friend tease me like this, but it was the sweetest, hottest kind of agony.

Charlie made a show of running her fingers up her bare legs, sliding them through her dripping wet folds before showing me the wetness coating her fingertips. With a naughty chuckle, she brought those fingers to her lips and licked them. “So good. You want to taste it, Jax?”

I did. I wanted that more than anything.

But Fliss had other ideas.

“Greedy girl!” the Valkyrie chuckled. “Jax just gave you this new body, and now you want him to kneel for you?”

It was a strange sensation to be dragged by the cock. Fliss kept me in her hand as she guided me across the room, over to where Charlie lay waiting on the edge of the bed. The smell of her filled my nostrils as I stood before her, horny and feral, and my cock jerked and shot pre-cum against Fliss’s fingers.

Charlie looked up at Fliss and cocked an eyebrow. “New idea. How about you taste me, while I see what my new elf tastebuds think of Jax’s cock?”

I nodded. “That’s a damn good idea,” I grunted.

Fliss giggled to herself. “You would think that,” she purred. But she was already kneeling before the bed, shifting her golden braid to her back so it wouldn’t get in the way.

A few moments later she had her face buried between Charlie’s thighs.

I won’t lie. The sight of my girlfriend going down on my childhood best friend broke my brain a little bit. The two of them just looked so goddamn hot together. Charlie spread her legs wider, her long fingers gripping Fliss’s blonde hair as her tongue danced along the dark elf’s clit. Wet slurping sounds filled the room as my girlfriend lapped at Charlie’s bounty, eating the Noir Knight’s pussy like a cat with a bowl filled with cream.

Charlie’s eyes rolled back in her head as she rocked her hips against Fliss’s face. Then she turned her attention to me, her fingers still digging into the back of my girlfriend’s head.

“Come here,” the dark elf purred, crooking a finger. “Let me taste that big, hard cock. I want to show you what my new body can do…”

As I took my position at the side of the bed, I got a sneak preview. Charlie’s tongue lolled from her mouth, long and sinuous like a snake’s. She looked like she could wrap it all the way around my dick—and suddenly, I wanted her to. Wanted it a lot.”

“Oh fuck yeah,” Charlie groaned, kissing the underside of my prick. “You have no idea how badly I want this, babe. Seven years without you… seven years of frustrated fantasies and running my vibrator out of batteries…”

Fliss lifted her head from Charlie’s pussy. “You won’t need those anymore,” the Valkyrie insisted. She pumped two fingers into Charlie’s slit, stabbing deep at that special spot in the back of the dark elf’s cunt. “Now suck him off, slut. I want to see him cum all over your tits.”

“Only if you clean it all up when I’m done,” I said, looking right at Fliss.

I froze. Had I really just said that? What the fuck came over me?

Fliss looked shocked, too—then she grinned. “Yes, Master,” she purred.

Oh fuck. Something about the M-word hit me right where I liked it.

I grunted, pressing the crown of my cock against Charlie’s pouty lips.

Charlie opened wide and swallowed me whole.

Her warm, wet mouth enveloped me, her lips going all the way to the base of my cock. The swollen head hit the back of her throat and just kept on going, like the Noir Knight had never even heard the words ‘gag reflex’ before. I groaned, and Charlie moaned around my length. Her tongue slithered along the underside of my cock, caressing every vein and ridge as she slurped on me like I was a candy cane.

Then she started sucking, and I nearly came apart right then and there.

As Fliss continued to fuck Charlie with her fingers, the dark elf bobbed her head up and down my pole. Fliss watched eagerly as I wrapped Charlie's long white hair around my fingers, using it for leverage to fuck her face even harder. Soon my balls were slapping against her chin as my hips slammed forward, my cock pistoning in and out of her tight little mouth. Charlie whimpered as she swallowed every inch, her eyes rolling back in her head as her long tongue massaged my shaft.

I wasn't going to last long at this rate.

But neither was Charlie.

Suddenly her moans deepened. The dark elf's ass shot off the bed as she gripped the back of Fliss's head tightly, grinding her needy clit so hard against the blonde's face that I swore I saw sparks. Charlie sucked me harder and deeper as she came, her cries of wanton passion muffled by the cock buried in her throat.

Fliss's licks slowed, then stopped. Her fingers kept pumping Charlie's walls, but at half-time.

Right as the pleasure reached a boiling point, the Noir Knight pulled off me. Her mouth left my cock with a wet little pop, and she licked her lips before burying her face in my balls.

"Cum all over my tits," she begged, leaning back and squeezing them together with her free hand. "Paint these big jugs with your load, Master!"

That last word hit me like a bolt of lightning straight through my cock. I groaned, and Fliss's hand appeared at the base of my dick.

"Right here," she said, pressing my cock firmly against the dark elf's chest. "Cover her in it, Master. Give her every last drop…!”

With a groan, I came.

Thick ropes of liquid lava sprayed from my cockhead, splashing across Charlie’s heaving chest. The dark elf gasped with excitement as she felt my hot load her tits, biting her lip as she watched my cock pulse and throb.

"Oh fuck!" Charlie groaned, arching her back. “Yes, Master, yes!”

There was so much cum. I’d never shot like that before in my life. Jets of seed sprayed against Charlie’s chin and collarbone, coating her nipples, dripping down her taut little belly and pooling at her thighs. By the time I was done with her, she looked as glazed as a confectioner’s pastry and twice as delicious.

Finally it was over. My seed ebbed, and Fliss latched her lips around the crown of my cock and ran her tongue over my head until it was clean.

Then she pulled off and started doing the same to Charlie.

The Valkyrie lowered her head between Charlie’s heaving tits and licked up my load, groaning like it was the most delicious ice cream she’d ever eaten. Charlie joined in, scooping it off her face and tits, and soon both women were sharing it in messy, sloppy kisses.

I was already so hard again that I couldn’t stand it. My women noticed.

“I need that dick inside me,” Charlie said, her shame and inhibitions as vanished as her human body. “I want to feel that big rod stretch me out, Jax!”

I looked down at both women, feeling like I was about ten feet tall. “I’ve gotten off and you’ve gotten off,” I said with a smirk. “I think it’s Fliss’s turn.”

But my girlfriend was already shaking her head. “I’m fine,” she insisted, squeezing her thighs together. “I want to watch you fuck her, babe.”

“I’ve been waiting seven years to ride that dick,” Charlie added, playing with my load on her tongue. “Fliss can wait for it until after you’ve finished fucking me!”

Well, if both women agreed…

I climbed onto the bed and grabbed Charlie, digging my fingers into the firm flesh of her ass. She gasped as I threw her onto the mattress, a look of excitement and surprise on her face. Fliss giggled as she watched her friend get tossed around, then bit her lip as I got on top of the dark elf and locked her legs around my hips.

Charlie groaned, her legs gripping me tighter as my cock slid between her thighs. Orgasm had left her pussy even hotter and wetter than before, and as I dragged the tip of my cock against her nether lips it was soon coated with her juices.

With a single, driving thrust, I claimed Charlie.

There was a moment of unexpected resistance, then my cock sank balls deep inside of her. Her walls gripped me as tight as a glove, spreading apart with a loud, lewd squelching sound as I bottomed out inside of her. Juice coated my dick as I hit her back walls, the crown of my cock hitting that special spot inside of her and ringing it like a bell.

The pleasure was incredible. But I couldn’t stop thinking about that second of friction.

“Oh, fuck yes!” the dark elf groaned, her hips rising to meet me. “Fuck me, Jax, fucking fuck me! It’s even better than I thought it would be…!”

Something clicked inside my head. “You’re a virgin, aren’t you?” I grunted, unable to believe the words that were coming out of my mouth. “After me, you never…?”

She looked up at me, grinning. “Never,” she said, her long tongue lolling from her mouth. “This pussy is like my comic book collection, Master. It’s in mint condition!”

“Oh holy fuck,” Fliss groaned. The Valkyrie had a hand between her legs and was shamelessly rubbing her clit while she watched me fuck my friend. “You never told me that, Charlie!”

A flush rose to the dark elf’s cheeks. “It’s… it’s embarrassing!” she gasped between thrusts. “Oh, god, Jax, don't stop! Fucking pound me, you stud! Fuck me like I'm your little slut! Fuck me like I'm your whore! I've waited so fucking long for this! I need it so bad!"

I was only too happy to oblige.

I leaned forward, grabbing her by the back of the head and kissing her. She moaned into my mouth as I pounded her, our lips pressed together so tightly it was like we were trying to fuse into one person. It felt incredible—she was so tight, so warm and wet, and she was giving herself to me so completely. I was still reeling from the idea that this woman had never been with anyone but me, even as I felt Fliss's eyes burning holes in the side of my head.

All the anger, the frustration. Seven years of hurt feelings and misunderstandings melted away with each thrust of my thick cock, boiling over into pure passion as Charlie rode me back for dear life. Her nails dug into my back as I pounded her harder, doing my level best to fuck her right through her bed. The headboard slammed against the wall with every thrust, getting faster and faster as both of us approached our peak.

Charlie bit down so hard on my bottom lip that I tasted blood. “Don’t you dare think about pulling out,” she growled, holding me tight. “I want to feel you, babe. I want to feel every inch of that cock as you unload your balls inside of me…!”

I could no more have said no to Charlie than I could have made the sun travel in the opposite direction. I lost my rhythm as my hips slammed against hers, hard, and then the pleasure took me. Fireworks exploded behind my eyes as I came, thick ropes of white-hot cum flooding the dark elf’s womb.

She wrapped her arms around me and buried my face in her tits, squeezing tight as she rose to meet me. By the time the third jet of seed sprayed against her walls she was coming too—shuddering and moaning my name in ragged gasps as her inner muscles milked my cock dry.

It was the culmination of nearly a decade of waiting. It tore down all the walls between me and Charlie, putting us together the way we’d always meant to be.

It was the most incredible, intimate moment of my life.

As I came down from my peak, I became aware that Charlie and I weren’t the only ones in the bed. Fliss lay next to us, no longer the Valkyrie but a human brunette once more. She was kissing Charlie, and both of them were stroking each other all over, and they looked so excited they could hardly speak.

By the time I pulled out of Charlie’s pussy, she was human again, too. A gorgeous blonde lay splayed beneath me, looking happy and satisfied. Her clothes were nowhere to be seen, but later on we’d find both her garments and Fliss’s in nice, neat little piles on the floor.

Magic was convenient like that.

“That was amazing,” Charlie panted, kissing Fliss deeply. “It went even better than you said it would! Thank you so, so much for making this happen…”

I glanced over at my girlfriend. Well, I guess she was one of my girlfriends, now.

“This was all your idea?” I asked tiredly.

Fliss practically cackled. “I wanted the two of you to bury the hatchet,” she said, looking at the both of us. “I figured you burying something else would be the best way to do it.”

Charlie glanced up at me, suddenly shy. “I’m sorry I didn’t warn you about me being a virgin,” she said. “I kind of figured the transformation would handle it, and you wouldn’t know…”

Was she serious? I hugged her close.

“It’s cool,” I said, grinning like an idiot. “Hell, I’m glad I was your first.”

“And only,” Fliss added. “Well, other than a little girl-on-girl.”

Speaking of which…

“I’m sorry you didn’t get to come,” I said, rolling off of Charlie. Both women embraced me from either side, making a Jaxon sandwich. I’d never had two women hugging me at the same time before—I found that I liked it a lot.

Fliss cocked an eyebrow. “Are you kidding me? I got off like three times just from watching you. That was so hot!”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it,” Charlie purred, running her fingers through Fliss’s hair. “It’s always the shy, quiet girls who are the kinkiest!”

Fliss looked over at me, her eyes shining. “Yeah. Jax already learned that.”

I reached for her and pulled her closer. “I’d show you right now,” I promised my girlfriend. “If I could. The spirit’s willing, Fliss, but the flesh…”

Fliss laughed. “I’m surprised you can even talk, after that elf pussy,” she said with a giggle. “And I thought the Valkyrie could fuck!”

“Mmmh!” Charlie’s brows rose. “Oh man, I didn’t even think about that! I bet that’s some crazy hot sex…”

Soon both women were talking excitedly about all the possibilities in our new relationship. I lay back against the pillows and closed my eyes, already beginning to drift off. Fliss had been kidding about the soporific powers of elf pussy—but only kidding a little. Charlie’s lovemaking had left me drained in more ways than one.

As I listened to the two girls giggle and chat, occasionally throwing in a lewd remark about me, I had a stunning realization. I’ve got a harem, I thought.

A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. I wasn’t just a Powermancer—I was lord of my own personal harem.

And it felt good.

Damned good.
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Fliss, Charlie, and I all passed out once Charlie’s branding session was over. Looking back, it was probably a foolish move to go to sleep so far away from our safe zone beneath the Fortress of Solitude, but none of us had been thinking particularly clearly that night. We were all buzzed on hot, primal sex, and exhausted and excited by our new relationship.

Fortunately, no demons or angels attacked us while we slept.

The next morning, I was woken up by Fliss’s mouth between my legs. I more than made up for overlooking her the previous night, and by the time the three of us hopped in Charlie’s shower, my girlfriend was a very happy lady. She and Charlie seemed more than happy to take turns with me, each acting as hype woman for my other partner whenever their BFF was occupied.

It felt almost too good to be true. Even after we’d eaten a quick breakfast and hit the road for the short drive back to the Fortress of Solitude, I kept on waiting for the other shoe to drop. For someone to run in and reveal this was all part of some prank TV show, or that I’d hit my head while activating the Archon Tablet and all of this was some crazy hallucination. Surely I couldn’t be that lucky, right?

We were almost back to Charlie’s place of business when I finally mustered the nerve to speak up. “So this is our relationship now?”

Both women had been excitedly chatting in the backseat of my truck while I drove. As one, they turned and looked at me in the rearview mirror.

“Um, of course it is,” Fliss said, frowning. “Why? Is something wrong?”

“You seemed plenty satisfied last night,” Charlie added with a lewd grin. “Like the last seven years never even happened…”

“No, I’m happy,” I said quickly. Too quickly—both girls fell out with a case of the giggles. “I just… you two aren’t going to decide next week that this was all a big mistake, are you?”

The pair—my girlfriends—shared a look.

“I’m certainly not,” Charlie said, crossing her arms under her breasts. “I care about you a lot, Jax. I’m so happy that you’re back in my life.” She grinned. “I let you slip away once. You think I’d let you go a second time?”

I guessed not. That just left Fliss.

She was staring at me like I’d grown a second head. “Jax,” she said, her tone mock serious. “Meeting you has been the single most exciting thing that’s ever happened in my life. I spent my entire life researching ancient civilizations and trying to uncover the secrets of the Bellum Aeternum. Now I’m freaking fighting in it!”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “I’ve gotten you in a whole hell of a lot of trouble.”

“Yeah,” Fliss agreed. “But it’s the good kind of trouble. And you did kind of give me the ability to transform into a six-foot Valkyrie battle goddess at will. A girl’s not going to complain about a thing like that!”

“Jax, this is real,” Charlie said, putting her hands on my shoulders from the back seat. “I’m committed to you and Fliss, okay? I’m not going anywhere. She isn’t, either.” Her eyes shone with a mischievous light. “You’re stuck with us!”

“You branded us,” Fliss added. “Our powers come from you.”

I was amazed. To Fliss and Charlie, it was as simple as that.

I had questions, of course. Like how the hell the two of them were going to keep from getting jealous of each other. Or what was going to happen if one of the two of them ended up getting knocked up. And if I was to propose to both of them someday, that would be a whole legal tangle…

Proposing? I laughed at myself. Jax, you’re putting the cart before the horse. You’d better just focus on hanging on and enjoying the ride before you think about putting rings on fingers.

Someday, though, I’d tackle that. If nothing else, I’d definitely found the kind of women a man could spend the whole of his natural life with. Fliss and Charlie were a couple of cool ladies.

In the light of day, the damage to the Fortress of Solitude didn’t look as bad as I remembered. Several aisles of video tapes had been trashed, but most of the store just needed to be cleaned up and dusted. There was no sign of the worm-man or any of the little critters he’d scattered during his attacks the previous night—and for that, you’d better believe I was gladder than hell.

Charlie sighed, putting her hands on her hips as she surveyed the damage. “One day of being closed down, at the very least,” she said, giving the ruined aisles a desultory look. “My regulars will be pissed, and I’ll have to extend all of our current video rentals by at least a day. Balancing the checkbook this month is going to suck…”

“It won’t be that bad,” Fliss said, putting a hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “With you, me, and Jax all working together, we’ll have this place back in shape in a jiffy!”

Charlie smiled. “As long as we take frequent breaks,” she purred, wiggling her eyebrows suggestively in my direction. “I’ll go lock up the front.”

Charlie did, then she got a bunch of cleaning supplies out from a storage room connected to the main sales floor. I stripped off my shirt and the three of us got down to business.

After everything I’d been through over the last few days, there was something oddly soothing about the simple act of cleaning and scrubbing. I almost felt like I was back in one of the menial jobs I’d worked before heading out west and starting my company—though of course, I’d never had coworkers at any of those jobs nearly as hot as Fliss or Charlie.

There were plenty of lewd jokes and flirtatious remarks as we worked. Strangely, though, neither of them pulled me off the floor at any point for one of the ‘breaks’ Charlie had joked about. Maybe we’d exhausted each other too much between last night and that morning—or maybe, like me, the girls were still processing how amazing our new relationship was. I was shocked at how well Charlie and Fliss were getting along, and I could tell they were pretty fucking shocked, as well.

Every now and then, we retreated downstairs into the protection of the wards. None of us really felt we needed them as much now—with all three of us powered up and ready to rock, there was a general feeling that we could handle whatever angelic or demonic bullshit got thrown our way. I knew that personally; I was feeling a hell of a lot less stressed.

Having two gorgeous, powerful women at your side will do that.

I was just starting to think that either Fliss or Charlie might pull me into a closet and have their way with me after all when there came a knock on the door. Charlie's head shot up, moving on a swivel as she turned away from the shelf of DVDs she'd been reclassifying.

Someone must not have gotten the memo," she said, running her fingers through her long blonde hair.

"Either that, or they can't read the big CLOSED sign you put on the door," Fliss said with a chuckle.

I straightened. "Want me to handle it?"

Charlie was already shaking her head. "No need. Probably one of my regulars. I'll take care of it..."

She was already on her way across the video store. I watched her go, my gaze lingering on her pert ass and her perky tits. Damn, I'm a lucky guy, I thought, grinning to myself as she approached the door. Fliss had already gone back to what she was doing.

So it was me who saw the blonde go stiff as a board a few feet from the door.

"Charlie?" I was up and making my way over to her in the blink of an eye. "Everything okay?"

Charlie took a step backward. When she turned to me, I noticed her face had gone noticeably paler. "There's someone out there," she whispered. "Not one of my regulars at all."

I tensed up, expecting the worst. What was out there? A demon? An angel? Another one of those fucked up, 'corrupted entities' we'd had to deal with yesterday?

As it turned out, it was none of the above. Standing on the mat just outside the entrance was a redheaded woman in a sleek black suit. A pair of sunglasses had been pushed all the way down the bridge of her nose. In the background, I saw a big black Range Rover SUV that hadn't been parked there a few minutes ago.

She didn't look like she'd seen me yet. But that was about to change.

I glanced over at Charlie, lowering my voice. "You're not behind on the rent, are you?"

The blonde shook her head. "She's not a bill collector," Charlie whispered, her voice filled with dread. "She's something else."

She didn't look like something else. And yet as I watched her from the foyer, I got the strangest feeling that Charlie was right.

"Let me handle this," I told the blonde, putting a hand on her shoulder. "I'll be right back."

Charlie's eyes widened. "Jax, wait—"

Too late. I opened the door before I could think twice about it.

The redhead did a double take. She slid her glasses completely off of her face, giving me a quick once over. Up close she was a remarkably attractive woman, though older than I would have guessed from across the video store. Probably in her mid-thirties, if not a little bit older than that. But remarkably well-preserved.

The corner of her mouth curled in a smirk. "Jaxon Bryant?"

Now it was my turn to do a double take. "Uh, yeah," I said, wondering how on Earth she knew my name. "We're closed today, so you'll have to come back later. Had a little bit of an accident last night—"

"I'm perfectly aware of what happened at the Fortress of Solitude last night," the woman said, gazing up at the sign over the building. "May I come in? Time is of the essence, Mr. Bryant."

She'd taken off her sunglasses and put them in the breast pocket of her shirt. I could have been imagining it, but I could have sworn I saw a glint of metal as she tucked them away—like she was wearing a badge, but didn't want to advertise it.

"May I come in?" the woman repeated.

I thought about vampires. How they couldn't enter a property unless you invited them in. Part of me was tempted to slam the door in this woman's face and lock it, except where would that have gotten me?

In a lot of trouble with the law, probably. That's who I'd decided this woman had to be working for. How else could she already know so much about me?

"Am I in some kind of trouble?" I asked, standing between her and the entrance.

The woman let out a chuckle. "Oh, most definitely," she said, her smirk turning into a grin. "You're going to be in even bigger trouble if you don't let me help you, Mr. Bryant. Miss Charlie Reed and Felicity Anata are also currently in the Fortress, are they not?"

Shit. This woman really had all her ducks in a row. "You know our names," I said, hating the surge of defensiveness I felt in my gut as I looked at her. "What's yours?"

A little sigh left the woman. "I'm Mia," she said, glancing over her shoulder at the Range Rover. "And I wasn't kidding about time being short, Jax. If you want to protect those girls in there, you'd better let me in and listen to what I have to say."

"Jax?" It was Fliss. "Who is that?"

Before I could stop her, Mia stood up on tiptoes. "My name is Mia Morgan," she said, raising her voice. "I've come a long way to speak with the three of you. Longer than you can possibly imagine."

Another hand took the door. Charlie stood next to me, looking the woman up and down.

"Alright," the blonde said, nodding at me. "You'd better come in."

The redhead gave me a quick little nod, then stepped inside. She walked the front of the store with an economy of motion that made me wonder if she'd been in the military. She certainly didn't seem like a standard-issue chick. That badge I'd caught a glimpse of—I was getting certain it was a badge—worried me.

What were we getting ourselves into?

"Sorry about the mess," Charlie said, forcing a smile on her face. "We've spent most of the morning cleaning up, but it still looks like a disaster area in here. We, ah, had a customer get rowdy last night..."

The redhead—Mia—walked over to the part of the store where the damage had been done. Without a hint of self-consciousness, she bent down and pressed her fingers against one of the scorch marks left on the carpet from where the worm-man exploded.

She lifted her fingers to her lips and tasted them. My stomach did a flip.

"You did a good job disposing of the corrupted entity," she said, sounding almost begrudging in her praise. "That's about the only positive thing I can say about the way you three have been handling things around here."

What!?

"I'm sorry," Charlie said, raising a hand. "Who did you say you were again...?"

But Mia wasn't listening. "So many unforced errors," she muttered to herself, looking around the store. "Flagrant use of magic. Extraneous and unnecessary transformations using the Archon System." She whirled on a heel, then aimed an accusatory finger at me. "And you haven't been staying behind the damned wards!"

Fliss and Charlie shared a look. "How the hell do you know about the wards?" Fliss blurted.

Mia didn't dignify that with a response. "It's a miracle the three of you have managed to last this long," she said, putting her hands on her hips. "The Bellum Aeternum deserves better than what you're giving it. But I guess you're the best shot humanity has."

Something about the dismissive way she talked rubbed me the wrong way. I didn't like her talking to me that way—and I damn sure didn't like her talking to my women like that.

I was tempted to reach for the Archon System and give her a taste of my power, but I held myself back. "We're doing alright for ourselves so far," I said. "We've handled things fine on our own."

Mia smirked. "Is that why there's an entire cadre of demons encircling this position?" she asked, cocking her head to the side. "Because you've been doing alright?"

You could have heard a pin drop in the Fortress. Fliss and Charlie looked stunned—my jaw nearly hit the carpet.

"What did you just say?" I growled.

"You heard me," Mia said, rolling her eyes. "We've got a major situation on our hands. The three of you have never really been tested until now—and don't even bother telling me about the corrupted entity from last night. We all know that was just a trial run."

I managed to recover faster than either of my women. "Who the fuck are you!?" I demanded.

Another smirk. "I told you," the redhead said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. "My name is Mia Morgan. I'm here to make sure that humanity's representatives don't get their dumb asses killed before they can make a real difference in the Bellum Aeternum."

I still wasn't following this woman. She had enough smugness for an entire college debate team, but there was something in her eyes that made me think it was all bravado—just a bluff. Personally, I thought Miss Mia Morgan was fucking terrified.

"I don't understand what you're talking about..." I began.

Someone pounded on the front door.

"God damn it," Charlie muttered, holding up her hands. "All of you stay here. We've got another regular trying to get in. I'll deal with it..."

Mia turned on a heel, her gaze traveling to the front. "I don't think that's one of your regulars," she said gravely.

Standing at the front door was a portly woman wearing an overcoat and galoshes. The remains of a dog's leash was wrapped around her fingers. A little buckle on it hit the glass in the front door every time her fist slammed against it, making a tinkling sound.

"Let me in!" the woman roared. Her voice was far too deep to be natural. "Open up!"

"For fuck's sake," Charlie said, her lips flattening to a tight little line. "It's another one of those worm-filled freaks..."

A thump made all three of us jump. Down the wall, on the side of the Fortress of Solitude stuffed full of tables covered in comic books, another person was hammering on the big glass windows.

Then another.

"Let us in!" they bellowed. Their voices were ragged and hollow, as if a wild dog had stopped them on the way to the Fortress and torn out their throats. "We want to sho-o-o-o-p!"

Mia swore. "More corrupted entities," she said, looking back and forth across the front of the store. "From the looks of them, they've been wandering around town since last night."

I realized Mia was right. It wasn't just the woman in the raincoat—all of the people bashing their fists on the front of Charlie's store were dressed like they'd bundled up before they headed out. It had been cold last night. And rainy.

"Where did they all come from?" Fliss asked, aghast.

"While the three of you spent last night copulating," Mia drawled, "the demons were recruiting. This isn't their vanguard—it's just the appetizer before the main course. The real demons will be here soon."

And by the time they got here, the corrupted humans would have torn down any defenses we had. Now it was my turn to swear.

"We've got to take them out," I told Fliss and Charlie. "Before the demons get here!"

The woman with the overcoat reared back and threw a punch. I heard something break in her fist with a hideous crack—and the glass in the top of the Fortress's main door spiderwebbed with cracks. The portly woman grinned.

"She's gonna break through!" Fliss yelled. "Transform!"

Both of my women activated the Archon System. But even as magical light suffused their bodies, making them even more powerful and beautiful than they were as humans, my gaze stayed on that woman. She was looking at the door like she'd just gotten a horrible, terrible idea—

Without a moment's hesitation, she slammed her face right through the glass. It shattered inward, shards raining down on the carpet. Glass pierced the corrupted woman in a dozen places, but still she smiled.

"Door's open!" she giggled, sounding like she'd just played a wonderful prank on us all. "Time to shop!"

The other corrupted entities were already beginning to move. If we didn't stop them here, now, we were toast.

Mia was right.

If we were going to save humanity, we had to win this fight.
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The corrupted woman reached through the gap she'd made in the glass. Blood dripped from her fingers as she grabbed for the little locking mechanism in the middle of the Fortress of Solitude's doors. She missed it once, twice, then grabbed hold of it and twisted.

The double doors slid open, filling the store with a cheerful little ding!

And the fight was on.

I clapped my hands together and muttered the magic word, summoning my shield. It popped into existence in front of me, like a glowing red cape that could be seen through. With my other hand I reached out and exercised the will I'd learned to control when I took hold of the Tempest Fang.

Aether Summoning, I thought, reaching for that thing deep down inside me. Come on, blade. I fucking need you now…

Fliss and Charlie were still busy transforming. They'd be able to help me in a few seconds, but right now the front of the store was open and undefended. Mia was already moving back towards the stacks, reaching at her belt for what was probably a service weapon of some kind.

The woman stumbled down the aisle, headed straight for me. Two more men followed behind her. If I didn’t have my weapon on me when they reached me, this was going to get hairy.

The Tempest Fang snapped into place in my hand.

Instantly, I felt a rush of energy. Just touching that big, square-tipped blade made me feel like I was about ten feet tall. Combined with the power of the Archon System, the trio of corrupted humans shambling down the aisle at me seemed less of a crisis than an opportunity.

A chance to check out my skills before the real test.

I held up the blade, thrusting the shield out to my side. “Come on, then!” I roared, starting to laugh. “Get past me if you think you can!”

The woman in the raincoat moved first. Black ichor dripped from her lips, and some unnameable fluid oozed from her eyes—at least there weren’t any worms falling off of her. She didn’t pause for a moment, even as she slammed into a shelf full of DVDs and knocked it down in her eagerness to get at me.

“I want to shop!” the woman howled, her voice mutated so deeply that her real voice was a whisper inside of the transformed thing. “If you’ve got time to lean, you’ve got time to clean—!”

I swung the blade, keeping the flat end away from the woman’s neck.

The Tempest Fang slashed right through the corrupted creature’s throat. The edge of the sword was so sharp that it encountered only the slightest resistance as it met her spine—the weight of the blade pushed it right through, severing her head from her body in one single stroke.

The woman’s body took another step, as if she hadn’t realized she’d just been decapitated. Then she tumbled to the ground, sinking to her knees and hitting the ground. A pool of black blood spread around her body.

The other two men were already climbing over her corpse. Her head rolled down the aisle and disappeared, a hell of a surprise for some customer who came around later.

“I want to speak to the manager!” one of the men roared. He leaned back so hard it looked like he was attending a limbo competition, claws springing from his fingernails. “Now!”

Grabbing the hilt of the blade with both hands, I stabbed it at the man’s heart.

Unfortunately for me, the tip of the sword was even duller than I’d guessed. Even with all of my weight behind it, and the added oomph from the liquid channel in the hilt’s core, the thing left only a shallow gash in the corrupted creature’s chest.

The entity batted the blade to the side and stepped on it. “The customer,” the thing raged, its nails reaching for my throat, “is always right—!”

A spear blossomed from the back of the entity’s head.

There was a shove, then the man was flung like a ragdoll across the room. Standing just behind him was a six and a half foot tall Valkyrie, in skintight metal armor and a skirt so short it was practically criminal. Fliss had her short sword in one hand, and the hilt of the spear she’d used to puncture the corrupted entity’s skull in the other.

“Hey, babe,” the Valkyrie said, grinning. “That was a close call!”

With a laugh, I picked the Tempest Fang up with both hands and swung it downward on the third creature’s head. Its skull popped like an overripe grape, showering the carpet with blood and brains. It was going to be hell cleaning all of this up, but we could worry about that once we’d survived the attack.

“Thanks,” I said, turning away from the carnage. “Where’s Charlie?”

Fliss gestured at the door with a thumb. “She’s right in the thick of it.”

I looked. My mouth opened with shock, and my heart beat like a bass drum against my ribcage. While Fliss and I were finishing off the trio of creatures who’d made it through the door, Charlie was at the door itself, holding back the flood.

And she looked utterly fucking gorgeous while doing it.

Charlie’s bikini clung to her body as she drop-kicked a corrupted woman through a window. She fell to one knee and struck out with the Bitch’s Blade, burying the tip in the chest of a second assailant before ripping the wound open with the hooks surrounding the weapon. Her gray eyes burned with a feverish battle lust as she tore the weapon free and jabbed it through a third corrupted entity’s throat.

Every sleek curve of her body was in motion as she punched, kicked, and stabbed. Her long white hair flowed behind her like a superheroine’s cape, and the fur stole around her shoulders was miraculously free of blood and ichor despite the fact that she was surrounded by dead and dying monsters.

She turned and caught my eye, the rapier flashing in her hands. She grinned.

“Let’s kill these fuckers!” the dark elf cackled, gesturing for us to join her.

Fliss and I shared a look. Then, together, we charged into the fray.

As I ran, I felt a strange new knowledge bubbling in the back of my head. Killing those corrupted entities had given me enough experience for the Archon System to bank another one of those Ability Points. Part of me wanted to cash it in right away, despite the danger, just to see what kind of new powers I could gain to blow these demons away. But I figured that under the circumstances, it was probably smarter to hold onto it and use it later.

In any case, the three of us didn’t need any more help. The corrupted entities were just as Charlie described—weak-willed humans without much in the way of physical or mental strength. I felt a little guilty as we cut them down, even though Charlie had assured both me and Fliss that they were dead already. The angry gurgles demanding to speak to our managers were nothing more than the angriest parts of their hindbrains decaying in real time.

Between the three of us, we managed to stem the tide. Charlie and Fliss traded sides, leaping across the foyer to shove a spear or stab a rapier through broken windows as the corrupted entities punched their way through. They laughed as they cut down the twisted, broken men and women the demons had snatched up the previous night and set against us. After that initial trio, none of the others managed to get in the door.

I had a hard time keeping up with my girls. Partially because they were the heavy hitters, while I was the Powermancer whose abilities revolved around leadership. But mostly because I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the Valkyrie and the Noir Knight. If Fliss and Charlie were totally focused on destroying the enemies, they wouldn’t have been striking such sultry, lewd poses in between kills.

It was like the two of them were competing to see which of my branded girls could turn me on more. One moment Charlie was in the lead, the next Fliss was unsummoning a piece of her skintight metal armor in order to swing her spear more effectively. Hot damn these girls were stacked. Deadly as hell, too.

I’d just turned to the side to check how many more were left when a gunshot split the air.

The corrupted entity next to me crumbled, a smoking hole in the center of its forehead. Standing a short distance away was Mia, both hands clasped around a pistol so large it looked like a prop from a video game. A sweaty lock of red hair hung against her face, and her blue eyes were steely with determination.

“You’re running out of time,” she informed us curtly. “The demons are almost here!”

I wanted to know how she knew that, but there was no time to ask. Only a half-dozen or so of the corrupted entities remained—all of them clustered around the front entrance—and it took no time at all to bring them down. Fliss and Charlie each slew two, I bashed one brainless with my shield, while Mia took aim and popped the final puppetted creature in the forehead, severing its ties to the mortal realm.

I looked around for something else to fight, the Tempest Fang held loosely at my side. There was nothing else—we’d cleared the field. All the corrupted monsters were dead.

“Good job!” I said, grinning at my ladies. “Are you two alright? No injuries?”

Charlie shook her head, her tongue lolling from her mouth. “Fuck no!” she said. “That was fucking awesome, babe! I felt like such a badass!”

“If that intruder wasn’t here, I’d jump your bones right now,” the Valkyrie added. “Shit, I’m tempted to do it anyway…”

Mia rolled her eyes. “Don’t even think about it. This is far from over.”

I looked around. The bodies we’d slain were already beginning to dissolve—clean up was going to be a hell lot easier than it had been with the worm-man. It was going to take some doing to get the windows fixed, but insurance would take care of that.

“Really? Looks pretty done to me.” I put the flat end of the Tempest Fang against the carpet and leaned on it, using the sword like a cane. “Those things didn’t stand a chance against us.”

Fliss’s breasts heaved. I could tell she and Charlie were just barely resisting the urge to start making out.

“You okay?” I asked my girlfriend. “Last time you turned into the Valkyrie, you weren’t too happy with the result.”

Fliss paused for a second, confusion filling her features. Then it clicked, and she realized what I was talking about: her fear over how much she’d enjoyed killing. She scoffed at it.

“I don’t mind killing demons,” the Valkyrie insisted. “We’re just sending them back where they belong.”

“Good,” Mia whispered. “Because I think they’re here…”

I turned.

At first, the parking lot looked like it was just a parking lot. Then I realized that the darkness I was seeing along the edges of the asphalt wasn’t from clouds covering the sun. Darkened figures clustered around the border of the parking lot, shrouded in shadows that kept me from seeing their faces. But I could tell they weren’t human.

Demons, I thought, my blood turning to ice in my veins. A whole hell of a lot of them.

I’d fought demons before. But back at the Traverse Museum, there’d only been one of the things—and they’d been balanced out by an angel. The big guy with the halo had been just as focused on killing the demon as he was on killing or capturing me.

Now I had the demons’ full attention.

“Everybody brace yourselves,” I said, taking a step back into the store. “This is about to get rough.”

In the blink of an eye, Charlie and Fliss were next to me. “Those fuckers won’t get us,” the dark elf said, grinning wide and showing her pointed teeth. “Let them come, babe! We’ll crush their fucking skulls!”

If I thought Charlie was bloody-minded, Fliss did her one better.

“Yeah, you hear that!?” The Valkyrie leaned out of one of the broken windows, careful not to let the edges of any glass shards rake her metallic armor. “The Bellum Aeternum’s about to open a whole new front, you assholes! It’s a whole new goddamn ballgame!”

Charlie and I both laughed. My laughter was more than a little nervous.

“They’re not attacking,” I said, frowning with confusion. “Why the hell aren’t they attacking?”

None of the shadows were getting any closer. Here and there in the gloom I caught a glimpse of horns, fangs, glowing red eyes. But none of the creatures I saw were in any hurry to attack. Quite the opposite.

They seemed perfectly happy to stand in a big circle, surrounding our hideout.

Why?

A footstep made me turn. Mia had just made her way through the foyer and was now standing next to us. Her brows furrowed together when she saw the squad of demons waiting on the edge of the parking lot, not moving.

“Something’s wrong,” the redhead whispered. “Shit, something’s very wrong…”

The atmosphere outside of the store was completely silent. The air thickened, like a storm front was moving in, though the day was still blue and clear. Sweat beaded on my brow, and I felt like my ears were about to pop.

But the first sign we had that something was really wrong was the shimmer in the air.

It traveled from the surface of the asphalt to the sky, wiggling back and forth like a live wire. A wave of brimstone rolled across the parking lot and through the broken windows of the Fortress of Solitude, filling my nostrils with its acidic, sulfurous stench. The line became a tear, rippling open like a zipper along the seam.

I blinked, rearing backward. Heat was rolling from that line in the air. A fiendish, infernal heat.

Fliss and Charlie both staggered backwards along with me. Only Mia stood her ground. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the redhead approach the window, shrugging off the worst of the heat and the stench. Her eyes widened like saucers when she saw the growing rent in the air.

“Oh no,” she whispered. Her face had gone as pale as milk. “No no no, fuck no…”

“What is it!?” I demanded. “What am I looking at!”

“Get inside,” Mia said. “All of you. I’m going to summon a portal to get us out of here. If I do it behind the wards, I might just have enough time—”

“What are you talking about!?” That was Fliss, still in the form of the Valkyrie. “We just slaughtered an entire army of demons! Anything that comes out of that portal is about to get freaking blasted!”

“Those weren’t demons,” Mia said gravely. “Those things were just the warm-up for demons. And the thing coming out of that portal makes the entire squad of demons surrounding this building look like a daycare center!”

A tendril of darkness emerged from the rent in the air. It slithered across the pavement, feeling its way across the cracks in the asphalt until it managed to find solid ground. More tendrils joined it, wrapping together into a thick cord that almost looked like a leg.

Suddenly it was a leg. A shapely leg with cherry red skin, wearing a skintight thigh-high boot that looked like it belonged on a dominatrix. The heel was six inches long, like something a bimbo on a catwalk would wear—but the figure emerging from the portal treated them like flats.

Mia let out a groan. “It’s even worse than I thought,” the woman said. “We have to get out of here. Right fucking now!”

But suddenly that wasn’t at the forefront of my mind.

The creature emerging from the portal was.

She took her time, showing off each part of her body like a burlesque dancer taking the stage. The rest of her clothing matched her boot—all of it was black and shiny, and it fit her lush curves like a second skin. Her corset pushed her massive breasts up until they looked like they might spill out of her top, and the pair of thong panties covering her pussy left practically nothing to the imagination. She wore a black choker with a leash made of darkness stretching from it—the leash went back into the portal and disappeared, vanishing into that realm of brimstone and horror.

She was a walking wet dream. She was the sexiest, most aggressively horny woman I’d ever seen.

She fucking terrified me.

Horns extended from either side of her head, curved like a hypnotist’s spirals. A naughty little tail trailed from her lower back, flickering around her thick thighs with every step she took. She sized up our trio with eyes filled with lust, licking her lips with a forked tongue nearly a foot long. Supermodels would have killed to have lips like that. To have anything like that.

“She’s a succubus,” Charlie murmured. She sounded like she wanted to be afraid but was too turned on to manage it. I couldn’t blame her. This creature had a body to make men and women alike ache. It took me an effort to keep from sinking to my knees and offering myself to this woman, body and soul.

The succubus strode forward, a seductive sway to her hips. The leash around her neck tightened, then went slack, and I realized whoever was holding it on the other end had just given her leave to play with us. Deep in my heart, I knew whose fingers were gripping the other side of that sexy strip of darkness.

This creature was a succubus. The Devil’s favorite whore.

“My name is Lilim,” the woman purred, running a hand down her corset. “I understand the Archon System has been awoken from its slumber?”
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“Get inside the store,” Mia hissed. “Now. We have to get out of here while there’s still time…”

None of us were in any hurry to leave. The demon—Lilim, if every word out of her mouth wasn’t a lie—was so easy on the eyes that I could have spent the entire rest of my life staring at her. Her body had me hard as a rock, and I could tell that both the Noir Knight and the Valkyrie were incredibly turned on just from being so close to her.

Mia looked at each of us, frustration filling her features. For a moment she looked like she might try and grab us, shaking us out of our reverie, then she sighed and rolled her eyes. “Fuck it,” the redhead said. “I’m starting the ritual. Keep her from getting inside the store!”

With an effort, I tore my eyes away from Lilim. More demons clustered around the edges of the parking lot, but none of them made any effort to join the fray. With a start, I realized Mia had been wrong. These creatures weren’t an invading force.

They were an audience.

They’d come just to watch this succubus do her stuff.

“We’ll handle her,” I told Mia, fighting through my distraction. “Don’t worry—it’s three on one.”

Mia was already shaking her head. “You’re doomed,” she whispered, turning and glancing at the door.

Her words shook Fliss from her stupor. “Come again?”

Unlike the rest of us, Mia didn’t look enthralled at all by Lilim. Maybe she was immune somehow to the succubus’s charms—or maybe she was the only one of us capable of seeing the threat for what it truly was. “She’s an Arch-Demon, Jax! She’s not child’s play! All three of you are going to die if I don’t get you out of here in time!”

Lilim, meanwhile, was watching all of this with the biggest smile on her face. She sashayed across the pavement, ignoring Mia’s Range Rover parked outside, and arched her back to thrust out her tits as she looked me up and down.

With a groan, Mia disappeared into the store. “Make sure she doesn’t get inside!” the redhead shouted, warning us once more. “I need to concentrate!”

Lilim watched Mia go, her long tongue slithering over her lips. “Jaxon Bryant,” she purred, her mouth caressing each syllable like it was the crown of my cock. “Humanity’s new Powermancer. Bearer of the Archon System…”

I glanced at Charlie, then at Fliss. Both of them looked like they’d recovered somewhat from their enthrallment. Mia’s words had managed to get through to us, and we were thinking about more than just how hot Lilim looked in that leather outfit and that tight little choker.

“That’s right,” I growled, shaking away the last of my arousal.

Lilim smirked like this was exactly what she wanted to hear. “I slew the last Powermancer personally,” she giggled, nibbling on her bottom lip. “Along with the other representatives humanity dared to try and send to the Bellum Aeternum. You want to know how I did it?”

“Not really,” Fliss said.

Lilim laughed like Fliss had just made a funny joke. “I drew their sexual energy from them as they died,” the succubus purred, making it sound like some wild experience she’d had on her last Spring Break. “They all had smiles on their faces when I slit their throats. You will, too.”

“Not a chance,” Charlie said, lifting her rapier. “There’s three of us, and only one of you. It’s a shame to kill someone so hot, but if you don’t fuck off back through that portal, that’s exactly what we’re going to do!”

Lilim’s lips formed a little ‘o’ of surprise. “Oh, wow,” the succubus giggled. “You really don’t know what I’m capable of, do you?”

There was a beat where all three of us stared at her, our suspicion turning to fear.

And then Lilim was gone.

She blinked across the parking lot in a single heartbeat. I couldn’t tell if she’d teleported or if she was just that fucking fast—either way, she’d closed the distance between herself and Charlie in a single instant.

The dark elf had just enough time to realize what was happening as Lilim grabbed the Bitch’s Blade and wrenched it out of her hand.

With a laugh, Lilim chucked the weapon across the pavement. As she did it, she backhanded Charlie across the face with her knuckles. She did it quickly, even dismissively—but the Noir Knight’s neck was almost broken. The hit was so hard that it was a miracle Charlie didn’t go down.

“A bitch-slap for a bitch,” the succubus chuckled, squeezing her thighs together. “You still think it being three on one is going to save you?”

Charlie dove for her rapier. Behind her, the Valkyrie snapped to attention and charged, her golden braid flying behind her as she stabbed at Lilim with her spear.

She’s got her, I thought, muttering the magic word to summon my shield. The Tempest Fang wouldn’t be far behind, and then it would really be a party. Dodge this, you bitch—

I expected Lilim to try and twist away at the last second. What I wasn’t prepared for was for her to move after the last second—disappearing at the literal instant the spear would have pierced her skin. She appeared next to Fliss, traveling the other way, and delivered a spank to the Valkyrie’s ass so hard that it rattled her skintight metal armor.

“Nice try!” Lilim giggled. “God, you’re so cute! I have a thing for the more angelic looking babes. I’m going to love corrupting you right before I drain the life out of your body, babe…!”

Fliss’s face was a mask of rage. “How dare you!” she snarled, keeping her hands away from her booty with an effort.

The edges of my vision went red. Lilim had just put her hands on my girl. I was the only one allowed to spank that round, gorgeous ass—with the only exception being Charlie when the three of us were in bed together.

My lips peeled back over my teeth. The Tempest Fang solidified in my hand, blazing to life in a burst of brilliant magic.

With a roar, I lifted the executioner’s blade over my head and attacked.

Once again, I thought we’d landed a hit. Lilim wasn’t even looking at me—she was still smirking at Fliss, her fingers going to her lips to blow the Valkyrie a kiss. She couldn’t have been more open and vulnerable if she’d been on her knees, tied to the pavement and awaiting the killing blow.

My sword swung down, the channel of liquid in the center of the hilt adding extra force to the blow. The Tempest Fang hit nothing but air, slamming through the space where Lilim had been an instant ago and striking the pavement.

What the hell?

She’d disappeared again. In the blink of an eye she was back at Charlie, running her long nails down my childhood friend’s back. It made me furious to see her groping my girls—which was probably the point. Lilim wasn’t just fighting us: she was toying with her prey, getting us keyed up and frustrated before she went in for the kill. She was a succubus, after all. She wanted her harvest of sexual energy to be as bountiful as possible.

“Mmh, nice and firm!” Lilim giggled, giving Charlie a little kick to the gut as she pivoted away. “Both of these girls are some prime fuckmeat, Jax. I can see why you’re fighting so hard to keep your bitches!”

“They’re not bitches,” I snarled. “They’re my partners. You would think that, you hell-spawned cunt!”

Lilim just grinned. “Oh baby, you’re making me all kinds of wet!” the succubus giggled. “Are you angling to get your soul sucked out of your body first, Jax? I admit, it would be pretty hot to have your little cuties watch while you jizz in your pants as the light leaves your eyes—”

Charlie swung the Bitch’s Blade.

This time the Arch-Demon really hadn’t been paying attention. The tip of the silver rapier punctured Lilim’s shoulder, digging into the meat and punching through to the other side. The succubus twisted, but the hooks embedded in the tip of the blade refused to give. They tore her flesh even worse, causing gouts of black blood to drip between her tits.

“Now!” Charlie cried, her eyes wide. “Hit her with the Tempest!”

I didn’t waste a second. Roaring, I shifted the weapon to a horizontal grip and struck, swinging the heavy blade like a baseball bat.

The sharp edge took Lilim in the stomach, cutting deep. It was like striking a tree with an axe. Blood poured from the wound, and the blade actually seemed to be embedded in Lilim’s midriff.

“No!” the succubus cried, her eyes going wide. “No, you can’t!”

“Fliss!” I yelled, gesturing at the Valkyrie. “Finish it!”

Charlie was on the succubus’s left, her rapier dug deep into the Arch-Demon’s shoulder. I stood on the right, my hands still around the hilt of the Tempest Fang as I sawed it back and forth across Lilim’s core. That left one angle of attack remaining. Right up the middle.

My Valkyrie might not have had wings. But she still soared.

Fliss raced forward, the spear held over her head like a javelin as she sprinted over the pavement. Her feet seemed to almost not touch the ground as she ran, her face filled with the kind of fury that made hardened warriors piss themselves and run from the battlefield.

Lilim saw the Valkyrie coming and her face filled with despair. A moan escaped her pouty lips.

“Die!” Fliss screamed, stabbing with all her might.

The tip of the spear took the succubus right beneath the chin. Lilim’s cry of pain turned into a gurgle as the weapon punched right through the back of her throat, spearing her all the way through. Her head tilted back so far it looked like her neck had been broken; her long, sinuous tongue lolled from the side of her mouth, limp and dead.

All three of us held weapons that were buried inside the succubus’s body. Her gorgeous frame went limp; without the rapier, the sword and the spear, she would have sunk to the ground and collapsed there.

I looked into Lilim’s eyes. They were heavy-lidded, and only the whites could be seen beneath.

“Fuck me,” I gasped, holding onto the blade with both hands. “We got her. We really got her!”

Just then, Mia emerged from the front door of the Fortress of Solitude.

The last five minutes seemed to have aged the redhead a decade. Deep lines of worry scored her forehead, and there were dark bags beneath her eyes that hadn’t been there when she stepped inside the store. Blood trickled from the tips of her fingers, as if she’d cut the pads of her digits as part of some spell.

She looked at the grisly tableau: us, our weapons, and the slain succubus between us. Her eyes narrowed.

“Fucking hell,” the agent muttered.

In a single, smooth motion, she drew the massive pistol strapped to her hip.

I tensed up. Next to me, Charlie and Fliss did the same thing.

“Hey, wait a second,” I said, my eyes widening. “It’s over, Mia. We took Lilim down! Look — all three of us got her at the same time—”

Mia lifted the pistol and pulled the trigger.
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My ears rang from the shot.

Mia pulled the trigger again and again, emptying her service weapon. With each shot, she took another step forward, until she was standing in the parking lot along with us. Grim determination filled her face, her jaw flexing as she braced herself against the recoil each time she fired a bullet from the oversized pistol. Every shot was aimed like she was standing in a shooting gallery, and every bullet hit its target.

Lilim.

The succubus’s head jerked backwards as the first bullet hit her in the forehead. The second took her open mouth, spraying fangs and chunks of fangs in all directions. Mia fired three more times, each one leaving a smoking hole above the Arch-Demon’s throat.

Her body shuddered with each impact, the hooks of the Bitch’s Blade and the sharp edge of the Tempest Fang digging into her skin. Blood oozed from her wounds, thick and slow, mixed with some unidentifiable fluid that smelled like brimstone.

“Woah!” Fliss cried. Thanks to her positioning, she’d been the closest to taking a stray bullet during Mia’s rampage. Several of the shots had been so close she could feel the whizz of the bullet whipping past her ear. One shot probably wouldn’t have been enough to bring the Valkyrie down, but I couldn’t blame her for being pissed. “Hey! You almost hit me!”

“Talk about overkill,” Charlie muttered. “Bitch doesn’t even have a face left…”

She was exaggerating, but only a little. The succubus’s face was a mangled mess, with hardly any features remaining. It almost felt like a crime to waste such beauty, but reminding myself that this creature had planned on draining our energy and murdering us made the result sting a little less.

“We need to get inside,” Mia said, brushing a lock of hair out of her face. “Hide behind the wards for as long as we can. Maybe… maybe I can try again. Maybe it will work this time…”

Huh? I didn’t understand what Mia was trying to say. Neither of my women did, either.

“Mia, what are you talking about?” I asked. “We’re done. It’s over—we won.”

Mia scoffed. “No, Jax, it’s just beginning,” the redhead insisted. “Look!”

I did.

All around the edges of the parking lot, the darkened figures continued to lurk. None of them had gone home, and they looked to be in no hurry to leave. Now that I thought of it, they hadn’t even looked surprised to see their champion get slaughtered by the three of us working in tandem.

Almost as if there was something else going on.

Shit. This really wasn’t the end, was it?

“Jax.” Fliss’s voice came to me in a horror-tinged whisper. “Her leash. It’s moving…”

Fliss was right. The strand of darkness connected to the succubus’s choker was no longer slack—it had been drawn taut, connecting it back to the portal she’d entered through. Each passing moment made it tighter, like a fisherman with a big catch on the line.

The line tugged, and the succubus’s head shot upwards.

And everything stopped making sense for a little while.

A wave of heat blasted over my skin, ripping away all of my senses. At first I thought it came from that portal behind us, then I realized it was emanating from Lilim—and that there were black flames coursing over every inch of her smooth, cherry red skin. They danced across her body, burning with such an intense heat that my women and I were forced to pull back our weapons and retreat a step.

That wasn’t the worst part of it. Everywhere those flames touched, Lilim’s wounds began to heal. The black tongues of fire acted like a soothing balm to the succubus’s injuries, whisking them away as if by magic. It encircled her throat, her shoulder, her midsection, turning back the clock on the worst of the damage we’d done.

By the time the flames left her and the roaring wave of heat died down, Lilim’s skin was smooth and unbroken. She looked like she’d just finished a beauty nap, rather than a dirt nap.

“Ah!” the Arch-Demon giggled, leaning back and thrusting out her tits. “That feels so much better!”

The leash around her neck slackened once more. The unbroken string of darkness trailed along the asphalt, leading from the edge of the parking lot to the portal near the back. I swore I could hear laughter coming from that rent in the air, as if whoever held the string leading to Lilim’s collar was enjoying the hell out of watching us squirm.

Emphasis on the hell.

“Did you really think it would be that easy?” Lilim purred. “I’m not some garden-variety succubus, bitches—I’m an Arch-Demon! A turbo charged minion of Hell who sits at the Devil’s right hand!”

Fliss wasted no time throwing herself into an attack. She tossed her spear like a javelin at Lilim’s heart, then faked to the side before slashing with the silver sword she kept at her side. A battle cry raged from her throat as she struck out, aiming for the succubus’s slender throat.

Lilim twisted to the side—and grabbed the spear by the hilt as it flew past her head. She lifted it and used it to parry Fliss’s strike, then headbutted her right across the nose. The Valkyrie staggered backwards, dazed.

Charlie filled the breach before Lilim could follow up on her attack. The Bitch’s Blade flashed in the Noir Knight’s hands, striking to the left and right like a snake.

Lilim backed away, a grin on her face and malice in her eyes. “Impressive weapon!” the succubus giggled, licking her lips as she dodged one of Charlie’s strikes. “Before I kill you, I’ll have to get you to tell me where you got it from! Swords with that kind of power are rare these days!”

There was a chance here. I could sense it. Lilim was still filled with bluster and bravado—but she sounded a little bit stressed out by the presence of the Bitch’s Blade. The succubus wasn’t quite sure how to react to us newcomers having these ancient weapons.

I grabbed the Tempest Fang and threw myself into the fight. If we attacked together, using both of the tools Charlie’s dad gave to us, maybe we could win.

While the dark elf aimed a flurry of blows at Lilim’s front, I came around behind her and aimed for the back. My first strike with the Tempest Fang sailed just over her head, close enough that a tiny shard of her horn broke off and shot across the parking lot.

Lilim rolled to the side, the leash made of darkness rolling with her. She shot back to her feet with a chuckle, slashing at the air behind her with her claws to keep me from following. I raised my shield to deflect the blow, hissing with anger.

“Sneak attacks aren’t very fair!” Lilim chuckled.

“Neither is bringing yourself back from the dead after we killed you!” Charlie protested.

That brought another wave of manic laughter from the succubus. “Is that what you really think I did?” she asked, wrapping the end of the leash around her hand as she spoke. “My, you really don’t understand what you’ve gotten into, do you?”

I’d heard enough of her blathering. I pirouetted on a heel, spinning with the blade. I aimed a cut at Lilim’s hip, then switched to her midsection at the last moment, hoping to land another hit like the one I’d put on her stomach.

But Lilim was too quick. “You barely even scratched me,” the succubus said, her voice filling with lust. “You never had a hope in hell of beating me—not even all three of you working together could do it! I just like to give my victims a little false hope before I stomp on them. It’s so much more fun that way!”

Charlie growled as she stabbed with her blade. This time, Lilim didn’t even bother trying to dodge—she just lifted her wrist to block the attack, the cord of darkness connected to her choker wrapped around it.

For a brief instant, I held onto the hope that we might cut through her leash. That by severing the connection between the Arch-Demon and her infernal master, we could damage Lilim badly enough that she couldn’t restore herself to life with those black flames.

Then the metal hit the leash, and I realized how wrong I was.

The second the sword tried to cut through that cord of darkness, the darkness fought back with a vengeance. A wave of black energy rippled from the strands Lilim had wrapped around her fingers, filling the air with a vibration that made my teeth rattle and my ears ache. It was bad for me, but worse for the dark elf. The wave hit her full-on, knocking her back onto her ass on the pavement.

She got back up as quick as a flash, but the damage was done. She’d fallen, and Lilim was snickering at her like a schoolyard bully who’d just made their point.

“Unbreakable,” Lilim taunted, swinging the leash back and forth like a stripper about to work the pole. “The bond between me and my Eternal Master can’t be severed by something as pathetic as your sword.”

“What can?” I asked, almost as an aside.

Lilim’s face changed. “Nothing!” she growled, showing fangs. For a moment, all of her beauty fell away, and I saw her for the monster she truly was. “I experience everything through submission to the Lord of Hell! All of my pain, all of my pleasure… every sensation is amplified a thousandfold through my bond!”

“Sounds like stubbing your toe would be very painful, then,” I shot back.

Lilim shrugged. “Pain, pleasure… they’re more alike than you’d think,” she chuckled. Her demonic visage faded, replaced with the obscenely beautiful mask most men called her face. “Are you interested in philosophical discussions, Jaxon? Or are you simply trying to buy time while you come up with another feeble plan to defeat me?”

She had me there. I needed time to think. There had to be a way to bring Lilim down—to kill the Arch-Demon before she killed me and the women I cared about. I wasn’t sure how I could do that, but the longer I fought with Lilim, the more I became convinced of one particular thing.

In order to kill her, I needed to cut her leash.

Lilim was in no hurry. She wrapped more of the cord around her fingers, pausing for a moment for whoever was on the other side of that portal to put more slack into the line. She grinned at me, then at Charlie, her gaze lingering not on us but at the weapons at our sides. Almost as if…

No, definitely as if.

“You’re frightened of these,” I said, holding up the Tempest Fang as Charlie lifted the Bitch’s Blade. “Aren’t you, succubus?”

Lilim laughed. “They’re impressive weapons, as I said. If you’d been trained to the point where you knew how to use them… well. You might actually have a chance at making me sweat.”

“Seems to me we made you sweat already,” Fliss called. The Valkyrie stood at the entrance of the store, guarding it like a colossus. “We had you dead to rights, Lilim. If it wasn’t for whoever’s holding your leash, you’d be dust right now and you know it.”

“That’s not true,” Lilim insisted. But there was a look in her eyes that told me she knew she was lying. “I’m playing with you! You’re all like children—you might have the gear, but you have no idea how to use it!”

She was probably right about that. “Enough talk,” I said, shifting into a battle stance. “Now you’re the one who’s stalling for time—”

Lilim threw her arm into the air.

Another wave of darkness erupted from the cord around her wrist. This time it traveled in every direction at once, and lasted a hell of a lot longer. It felt like I’d been turned to face a miniature sun; my skin burned, and spots flew in front of my eyes. When I came back to myself, I was standing a half-dozen steps behind where I’d been a minute ago.

“I’m tired of this,” Lilim said, brushing out her hair with her long nails. “You three bore me. Why don’t you just give up, so we can at least make this fun?”

“Fun!?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “None of this is fun, you crazy bitch!”

Lilim’s long tongue slid from her mouth, wriggling against her cleavage suggestively. “Just give up,” she purred, thrusting those heavenly orbs in my direction. “If you come to me willingly, Jax, I won’t hurt you along the way. I’ll ride you until you’re dust.”

I blinked, shaking my head. There was a note bouncing around inside of Lilim’s voice, deep and filled with a resonance that made my bones shake. I didn’t like that one bit.

“Isn’t that the best way to go out?” Lilim giggled. “I mean, all of you mortals die eventually. Why not end your life with my tight demon pussy wrapped around your prick, giving you the kind of pleasure so unbearable it costs you your very life?”

Charlie had the presence of mind to speak, at least. “Because then we’d be dead, you old hag!”

An angry expression flickered across Lilim’s face for an instant. She smothered it quickly with a smile, but the presence remained, lurking behind her eyes.

“I’ll make it so good for you,” Lilim whispered, speaking only to me. “Whatever you want, stud. All my holes. Over and over again until your heart stops. Until then, you can fuck me as long and as hard and as deep as you possibly can!”

My mouth went dry. The kind of pleasure Lilim was offering me was so far beyond the mortal imagination that it was impossible to picture. The only comparison I had was the bliss I saw in Charlie and Fliss when they’d been branded—

My eyes shot all the way open.

Lilim misinterpreted the gesture. “Ooh,” she purred, smiling like a cat who’d cornered a mouse. “Looks like someone just made the best decision of their life.”

Charlie and Fliss stared at me, their faces filling with shock. “Jax, don’t tell me you’re actually considering this!?” the dark elf blurted, her eyebrows shooting to her hairline.

“She’s doing something to him!” the Valkyrie bellowed. “Charlie, hit her! Make her stop—”

“She’s not,” I said, cutting both of my women off.

They fell silent instantly. You could have heard a pin drop as I shifted the Tempest Fang to my free hand, held it out as far as I could from my body—and then dropped it to the pavement.

Lilim let out a little giggle. “My goodness, Jax.”

“I’ve had an epiphany,” I said, taking my time and cracking my knuckles. “I don’t need this sword to fight you, Lilim. I’ve been doing this wrong the whole time.”

The Arch-Demon blinked. “I’m glad you’ve realized that,” she said, pretending she hadn’t heard the last part of my statement. “Come to me, lover. Let’s get intimately connected—”

“Leave my girls out of this,” I said, gesturing behind me with my head towards where Charlie and Fliss stood. “This is just between us, alright? You and me. One on one.”

I took another step closer, then another. Lilim’s guard was down, and her expression was open. She spread her arms like a wife welcoming her husband home after a war, a glad and loving expression on her face. Only the eyes were hard and cold.

“Sure, baby,” the succubus said, lying with every word. “We don’t need to worry about them right now, stud. Just come here. Come to Mommy. Let me kiss every inch of your body until you don’t have anything to worry about…”

Almost there, I thought, taking another step. Just about… yes!

I looked up, locking eyes with Lilim.

A tiny, dancing glyph danced above her horns, invisible to everyone in front of the Fortress of Solitude save for me.

“Pain and pleasure are a lot alike, huh?” I asked, flashing my goofiest, most lopsided grin.

Lilim’s face changed. She knew I was up to something, but she hadn’t figured out what. Something inside her heart told her to be wary, but her head knew she’d already won—I was standing before her, helpless, completely unarmed. What the fuck did she have to fear now?

“More than you can possibly know, mortal,” the succubus said, flashing a shark-like grin.

“Good,” I replied. “Then this is going to hurt.”

And I selected the YES over Lilim’s head, pushing my will into the command.
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Lilim screamed.

A mass of tendrils sprang to life all around the succubus, grabbing at her arms and legs. They hauled her off the ground like she was nothing more than a sack of flour, effortlessly holding her aloft as she writhed and moaned. A thick beam of glowing red light extended from my chest to her throat, pulsing in time with my rapid heart beat.

<<BRANDING PROCESS ACTIVATED!>> The words flashed at the bottom of my field of vision, glowing faintly as I pushed more of my will into the tendrils. The one ability point I’d gained during the fight with the corrupted entities was finally getting some use.

“Aaargh!” Lilim swung at the mass of tendrils, using the fist covered in cords of darkness. Unlike Fliss or Charlie she was no passive observer of the branding process—she was actively fighting it, trying to rip my power away so she could rip my face off. “You bastard! How dare you try and steal me from my Master!”

I hadn’t known that’s what I was doing. I’d just been thinking about survival.

Pure hate shone on the succubus’s face. Her pretty features dropped away as claws erupted from her fingers, cords of muscle standing out on her arms and legs.

“I’ll kill you for this,” the demoness informed me. “I’ll… ooh…”

“That’s right,” I said with a snicker. “The branding process is interesting.”

The beam of light connecting me to Lilim pulsed, and each pulse sent pleasure coursing through the Arch-Demon’s veins. With Fliss and Charlie, the power had been almost too sweet to bear; for a creature like Lilim, for whom pleasure was second nature, she was able to resist a little better.

But only a little.

I turned up the heat. I have no idea how I did it, only that I did. I grabbed the beam of light emanating from my chest with mental fingers and tugged it, sending a flood of energy through the connection between myself and the Arch-Demon. Lilim’s eyes rolled back in her head, her back arching like a bow as she came hard enough to register on the Richter Scale.

“Fuck!” Hate flared in the demoness’s eyes, even as her pussy gushed and honey dripped between her thighs. “You fiend! You—nnggggh!—I’ll rip your guts out and feed them to you!”

So she said. But Lilim was far too busy cumming her brains out for anything like that.

The wall of darkness around the parking lot pushed inward, blackening the sky. Now that the demons knew this was something approaching a fair fight, they weren’t going to stand by and let their champion get defeated by a lowly human. I glanced to the side, seeing Charlie, Fliss and Mia all staring at me like they couldn’t believe the audacity of my plan.

“Hold those monsters back!” I roared, pointing at the demons. “Keep them off me until I’m done branding this bitch!”

My words focused my women like nothing else. Charlie and Fliss roared into action, the Noir Knight and the Valkyrie picking up their weapons and slamming into the frontline of demons with killing intent. Mia stayed back, reloaded her pistol, and started putting shots into the skulls of any demons who managed to make it through my pair of killers.

It would have been a truly awe-inspiring sight if I’d had the time to watch it. The sounds of battle and bloody carnage reached my ears as I struggled with Lilim, and the stench of dead and dying demons filled the parking lot. The dark elf and the Valkyrie fought valiantly, slaying the demons who’d come to watch the show before any of them could even think of messing with me. Any errant ones who managed to work their way around the sides of the carnage got two in the head from Mia’s pistol.

But all of that was merely a sideshow. The fight with Lilim was the real deal.

I pushed more of my will into the beam of light connecting me to the succubus. This time I was more prepared, and I could focus myself through the Arch-Demon’s tantrum. She wasn’t making it easy for me. The tendrils that had etched my brand on the back of Fliss’s neck and the top of Charlie’s thigh struggled to gain purchase against the succubus’s slender throat. Evidently my brand was going to go right where the demon wore her choker.

Lilim did not want that. She was willing to do just about anything to stop me.

The pulses flashing through the beam grew brighter, traveled faster. Lilim went from howling in rage at me to howling with pleasure, multiple orgasms tearing through her lush frame and leaving her sobbing with bliss. Her hips thrust in time with the rhythm of the pulses, as if I were on top of her and filling her with my manhood.

The sight of it would have made plenty of guys drool. But we were locked in a life-and-death struggle. I had no time to stare at sexy naked bodies when there was a world to save.

“Give in!” I roared, forcing the tendrils in closer. The irony hadn’t escaped me that the shoe was on the other foot now—it was me trying to seduce Lilim, instead of the other way around. “Stop fighting me, Lilim! You know you want this!”

Lilim snarled, using the leash around her neck like a whip. She struck out at the tendrils whenever they got close, batting them away before they could start branding the symbol of darkness and light across the side of her neck.

I had to stop her from attacking those tendrils. If I could get the brand on her, I could overload her systems with pleasure. Lilim was a demon, and while lust was her stock in trade, she wasn’t as well equipped as a human being to actually handle that level of heavenly bliss. I could see her internal engines redlining, getting right up to the verge of overheating as she struggled to control the orgasms coursing through her devilishly beautiful body.

“N-n-n-no!” Lilim squealed, slashing out at the tendrils. “No mortal’s been able to make me cum since Atlantis sank beneath the waves! It’s not… oh fuck oh FUCK… fair for you to be the one to give me this pleasure!”

“Fair doesn’t come into it!” I roared, summoning the Tempest Fang.

I swung the blade at the leash dangling from the demoness’s choker, hitting it with all my might. There was a flash as the Tempest Fang hit the strand of darkness, then another wave of black energy erupted from the leash, tossing me backwards in a flood. I tumbled ass over teakettle across the pavement, losing my grip on the tendrils. Asphalt slammed into my shoulder, the pain focusing me as I sprang to my feet.

Mistake, I thought. Big fucking mistake…

Lilim was on the ground, on her hands and knees. The beam connecting me to the succubus was weaker now, pulsing faintly, but the pulses were having just as much of an effect on Lilim as they had before. Her body shuddered with lust, her nails digging into the cracks in the pavement as she rode out the throes of unholy bliss filling her. Her thighs were spread wide open, and her pussy boiled over, leaving a puddle beneath her in the middle of the parking lot.

As I stared at her, I had a realization that left me stunned.

The only thing protecting Lilim now was that leash connecting her to the portal leading back to Hell. Connecting her to her ‘Master’, who was either the Devil himself or one of his chief lieutenants. Even as pleasure crackled down the line, even as Lilim’s eyes rolled back in her head and her toes curled as another earth-shattering climax made her inner walls clench, the bastard on the other side refused to let go.

What if I forced him to?

I moved like a man in a trance. My cock stood like an iron girder against my boxers, making a tent in my pants. Lilim looked up at me, her eyes wide with need.

“Please…” the succubus whimpered. “Oh fuck, Jax, please…!”

“Tell me,” I growled, looming over her.

The demoness stuck her ass in the air, parting her folds with two fingers. “Fuck me, Jax! Fuck meeee! Oh my Satan, I’m such a fucking whore!”

Yes, she was. That was what I’d missed—what I should have realized all along. When I’d thought to myself that Lilim was the Devil’s favorite whore, I should have known I was literally correct.

Lilim was a being of pure lust. And the branding process was ecstasy itself.

No wonder it was breaking her brain.

“That’s right,” I growled, letting my eyes roam all over her body. “Be a good girl and show me that pussy.”

Lilim knelt down and spread herself shamelessly. She rocked back on her heels, her tight, wet pussy quivering beneath her big round ass, and arched her back to show off her tits while she panted and preened for me. The line of light connected us kept on crackling with power, each pulse making her shudder and moan and drip all over the asphalt.

“You want to get fucked?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

My tendrils re-materialized in the air next to Lilim’s throat. She didn’t even notice them; she was too turned on. Her eyes were glazed with bliss. The hundreds of orgasms the branding process had given her finally knocked something loose in her brain, and she was thinking of nothing but the pleasure we could give each other.

“Yessss!” Lilim looked less like a human being than ever before. It was like she was so turned on she couldn’t manage to keep up appearances, like a magician with a glamour too complicated to hold. Her human features dissolved, making her look almost entirely demonic as she ground her pussy against the wet spot she’d left on the pavement. “Please fuck me, Jax! Fuck, you’re the first mortal in millennia to prove yourself worthy of being inside me!”

Magic built up around Lilim. The leash connecting her collar to Hell pulsed, getting tighter, but the devil girl didn’t notice it. Even if she did, the tightening at her throat probably only gave her more pleasure, rather than warning her something she didn’t like was about to happen.

Both Fliss and Charlie had finished off the last of the demons. They turned, seeing Lilim kneeling before me with her bare back arched, and stared in shock. I could tell they wanted to say something, but they didn’t dare interrupt me now.

Not when all of our lives hung in the balance.

“If you want this,” I grunted, grabbing my junk, “then call me Master. Say it, Lilim, and we can do this.”

There was only a moment of hesitation in the succubus’s eyes. Deep down, I think she thought she was still about to win—just that she was going to demean herself in the eyes of her peers before she did so. She’d still drain the energy of me and my harem—she’d just be doing a walk of shame after, all the way back down to Hell. But I was too much of a temptation to resist.

“Fuck me, Master,” the succubus purred, turning around and grinding her tits against the pavement. “Make me your servant! My tight, wet demon pussy needs to get fucked—!”

As soon as the M-word passed her lips, the collar on Lilim’s neck snapped open.

The succubus’s jaw dropped open. She realized what she’d done, but it was already too late—the tendrils I’d snuck up to her grabbed her by the throat, each finger piercing her beautifully demonic flesh to start the branding process anew. Lilim’s cry of shock was ripped away, replaced by screams of utter pleasure as more bliss than any demon could handle coursed through her bloodstream.

Now I was the one taking my time. I moved the tendrils with mental fingers, etching the same symbol I’d bestowed on Fliss and Charlie on the Arch-Demon’s neck. By the time I was done, I’d lost count of how many times I’d made Lilim cum—it had to be in the thousands by now. The rest of the world dropped away, and I focused on nothing but that beautiful, powerful connection between us.

“There,” I said, sighing after what felt like an eternity. “That’s the brand.”

The symbol stood out on Lilim’s neck. She wasn’t moving.

Smoke poured from the Arch-Demon’s body. It rose from her eyes, her ears, her nostrils and her open mouth. It took several seconds before I began to realize what I’d done. I’d overloaded the demoness’s systems with pleasure, burning her from the inside out. The bond with her master through her demonic leash protected her before, but with it severed, there was nothing to keep her from self-immolating in orgiastic bliss.

Lilim could have stopped it. Probably. But she’d been so carried away she’d ridden the tidal wave of climax all the way to the edge, like a junkie who keeps the Narcan at hand a few moments too long to make a difference. Maybe she’d thought she could survive it.

Or maybe, after however many millennia in Hell, she wanted to go out in a blaze of heavenly bliss.

As my eyes focused on the smoldering corpse of the Arch-Demon, words appeared over her body:

<<Branding Process Failed. One (1) Ability Point has been refunded to the Archon System.>>

Ha. I hadn’t even lost my Ability Point.

The three women with me approached the body slowly. Fliss and Charlie were looking at the succubus like they expected her to spring back up and start attacking us at any minute, while Mia stared at the remains of Lilim’s collar like she couldn’t believe her eyes. A short distance away, the rent in the air leading back to Lilim’s home sealed up like a zipper. The rage of whoever was on the other side was palpable.

“I don’t believe it,” Mia whispered. The bags under her eyes were gone, though she looked like it would be a while before she could relax enough to get rid of those wrinkles in her forehead. “You actually did it. You killed her…”

I felt a little guilty. Lilim might have been insane, but she was gorgeous. Part of me wished I’d taken the chance to fuck her when I had the chance—but the risk of her somehow draining me was too high. If I’d gotten down and dirty with her in the parking lot, I’d probably have ended up a skeleton, and Fliss and Charlie would be dead.

Besides, there was nothing that demonic bitch could give me that they couldn’t.

“I came, I saw, I conquered,” I said, swallowing hard. “Well, actually, I saw, she came, and I conquered.”

Charlie snickered. “Nice.”

“That was quick thinking with the brand,” Fliss said, still in the form of the Valkyrie. “Would you really have tried to keep her if it had worked?”

I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I was just trying to overload her with pleasure and get her to lose her grip. I figured it might work, but I had no idea it would be that powerful.” I smiled and rubbed the back of my neck. “Just dumb luck, I guess.”

Mia looked poleaxed. “Dumb luck!? Jax, no human being has managed to slay an Arch-Demon in thousands of years. That was anything but dumb luck. That was brilliant!”

“You think so?” I couldn’t help but notice that most of Mia’s haughty manner had fallen away. Now that I’d proven myself to the mysterious woman, maybe she could get over herself—and we could get somewhere with figuring all this out. “Thanks.”

Mia looked at the spot where Lilim lay for a long time. Slowly, flakes of the demoness began to peel off, float into the air and vanish. It wasn’t just her doing it, either—the whole crew of demons were breaking apart before our eyes.

“Um.” I blinked, watching as Lilim and her minions disappeared in fast forward. “Are they supposed to do that?”

Mia nodded. “Now that they’re gone, I should be able to summon that portal,” she said, glancing back at the destroyed doorway of the Fortress. “Come inside with me. I’ll get it set up.”

“Wait a second,” Fliss said. Already the Valkyrie was beginning to drop away from her, her body shrinking back to ordinary human form. “We don’t need to flee! Mia, we just won. We don’t have to go anywhere.”

“We’re not fleeing,” the redhead said. “Now that you’ve proven yourselves, there’s something I need to show you. Something that’s going to be very important—not just for your future, but the future of humanity itself.”

Well, damn. That sounded important.

“We’d better check it out, then,” I told Fliss and Charlie.

We all followed Mia inside, Fliss and Charlie shedding the last of their powered-up aspects as we stepped over broken shelves and cracked DVDs. The redhead had already cleared out a space near the front and etched an arcane symbol across the carpet. A half-burnt candle showed where she’d tried and failed to summon the portal while Lilim’s influence held sway.

The ritual didn’t take long. I won’t go into the details—it was mostly a lot of chanting in a language I didn’t understand, along with Mia giving up a little bit of blood in a silver dish. The atmosphere in the room thickened as she finished, and for a few moments it looked like someone had installed a mirror in midair a few feet away from the romantic comedies.

Then that shimmer widened and became a door.

I couldn’t see anything on the other side. All was darkness; but a darkness that seemed to promise something. To hold potential. Mia certainly wasn’t scared of it, though the rest of us viewed it with something like suspicion.

“Right this way,” Mia said, gesturing at the portal. “We’ve got no time to lose. They could be sending another Arch-Demon to this location.”

I didn’t think that was very likely. Whoever had sent Lilim against us was licking their wounds and probably doing the demon equivalent of punching drywall so hard you left an imprint of a fist in it. But Mia clearly knew more about all of this than I did, so I didn’t correct her.

“No offense, but we barely know you,” I told the redhead. “Why should we trust you?”

“Because we just fought an Arch-Demon together and won,” the redhead said, her eyes flashing with excitement. “Come on, Jax. You really don’t want to see what this is?”

I couldn’t help but grin. Of course I did.

“Let’s go, then,” Mia said. “Don’t worry, I’ll get you all back before suppertime.”

“You’d better,” Charlie teased, lacing an arm through mine. “I’m a hungry bitch.”

Then she kissed me.

Fliss joined her, and it was totally fucking awesome. Neither of them said anything about Lilim, but I figured they just didn’t want to bring her up in front of Mia—I’d probably get an earful about it later. At a guess, Fliss would be upset I risked myself so shamelessly with the demon, while Charlie would be pissed I didn’t fuck her and add her to my harem.

I swear, I thought, looking from one girl to the other. There’s no pleasing some people.

But I was going to do the best I could to keep both of my ladies very, very satisfied.

Together, we followed Mia through the portal, leaving the Fortress of Solitude behind.
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We stepped out of the portal and into a completely new world.

The first thing I noticed was the change in temperature. It had been unseasonably warm in Cedar Rapids when Fliss and I arrived to see Charlie, but the ground we now walked on was thick with frost, the grass crunching beneath our shoes. The three of us stood on a rocky promontory above a sea of clouds, with more spits of rock in the distance. They stretched from the clouds like fingers, connected by long wooden bridges with ropes to hold onto as you crossed.

In the distance, behind it all, a massive flat plateau stretched against the sky.

“Holy shit, it’s cold!” Fliss said, hugging herself. “Where the hell are we?”

Mia wasn’t shuddering. She didn’t seem to feel the cold at all—or if she did, it was muted by her excitement. “We’re at the South Pole,” she explained, gesturing down to the edge of the promontory. “This is the far side of the Tangra Mountains, which stretch all the way from the archipelago north of Antarctica to the center of the Pole itself. If the Earth has a bottom, you’re standing on it.”

A light dusting of snow fell from the sky. The air was surprisingly cold, and I started to shiver. If Mia wasn’t leading us somewhere warm, it was going to get awfully uncomfortable in the next few minutes.

Charlie echoed me. “Oh great,” the blonde said, her face looking pale. “You sent us through a magic portal to a frozen wasteland!”

Mia scoffed. “Everything’s fine,” she insisted. “Our destination is just at the top of that hill.” She gestured at the top of the slope, where a slight indentation in the landscape indicated a tunnel or a small cave. “This way.”

We trudged up the hill, trying to ignore how damned cold it was. Fliss and Charlie shivered together, pressing their bodies against each other for warmth. I walked next to them, my gaze traveling towards the horizon.

“What’s that?” I asked, pointing.

Mia stopped in mid-stride. She followed my finger, her eyes traveling over to the massive plateau just out of reach. As tall as the mountain range on which we stood was, that plateau was far taller. It loomed over us like a giant, stretching almost from one end of the horizon to the other.

Mia gave me a knowing smile. “You’re wondering about that?”

I nodded. “That plateau’s not on any map I’ve ever seen.”

Her smile deepened. “You make a habit of looking at arctic maps?”

“Google Maps,” I said, giving her a smirk. “Back when you used to be able to zoom it all the way out to the globe, I spent way too much time checking out satellite photos of obscure little corners of the world. It’s amazing what you can see. They’ve got pictures of the Sahara, of Chernobyl… and Antarctica.”

“I see.” Mia looked like she wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or not.

“Even if I didn’t know an ass from Madagascar, that thing is huge,” I said as I gestured at the horizon. “Bigger than Everest, I’d guess. So what the hell is it?”

Mia couldn’t very well argue with that. Not when she knew I was right.

“That,” she said with a sigh, “is a very old and very dangerous place. One you might visit one day, if you survive long enough.” She turned to me, bundled up against the cold. “Have you ever heard of the Plateau of Leng, Jax?”

I shook my head. “Sounds like something from a fantasy novel. One of those Conan the Barbarian stories.”

“Close,” Mia said, looking at the massive plateau with a strange look. “Different writer. Same time period. And horror, instead of fantasy.”

Fliss gave a little start. “H.P. Lovecraft?” she guessed. Except I knew it wasn’t a guess.

Mia nodded.

A little laugh escaped Fliss. “That’s all bullshit, though, right?” she asked, looking from Mia to me and Charlie like she wanted us to back her up. “That guy wrote about ancient gods sleeping underneath the sea. About aliens visiting humanity back in the Stone Age. Good stuff for stories, but crazy if you actually believe it!”

I shrugged. “We’re caught up in a war between angels and demons,” I said. “That sounds pretty unbelievable to me. Now I think we’d better get inside before we all get frostbite.”

That sounded good to Mia. She led us into the cave, while I made a mental note to check out this Lovecraft guy and see what the hell Fliss was so excited about. Something told me there wasn’t any romance in his stories, despite the name.

Ten feet into the cave, the temperature began to rise. By the time we reached the door set at the rear of the tunnel—a massive stone slab, with a very modern palmprint reader sitting next to it—it was as warm as any building back home. I shook off the cold, while Fliss and Charlie did their best to stay comfortable.

“This is just one of the entrances,” Mia explained, putting her palm against the reader. “There’s tunnels all underneath this mountain. We’ll get the three of you synced up to them later—assuming you decide to stay.”

“Stay? Here?” I mean, I didn’t mind it now that it wasn’t freezing cold, but I already missed the Fortress of Solitude. I was ready to step into the life I’d abandoned seven years ago—to rebuild the place with Charlie and Fliss by my side. “Why would we do that?”

Mia just smirked. “You’ll see. It’s right in here…”

The stone slab swung upwards, as if it had been pinched and tugged by a giant. On the opposite side of the door lay a massive underground space, as big as an airplane hangar, with a high arched ceiling and a floor that sloped down into darkness. Pillars of carved stone stretched from the floor to the ceiling, with flickering torches set in sconces every few feet. The light they cast barely illuminated the edges of the chamber.

“How the hell are these torches burning?” Charlie asked, rubbing her shoulders. “They look like they’ve been here for years…”

Mia didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. Magic, I thought.

Both Fliss and Charlie looked nervous. Only Mia looked perfectly at home, as calm as if she owned the place — which, in a way, I supposed she did.

“What is this place?” I asked, looking around. “An ancient temple? Some kind of archaeological dig?”

Mia shook her head. “In a way, it's both,” she said, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “Follow me.”

We did. Mia waved her hands as we walked into the center of the cavernous space, and modern lights set into the walls switched on. With more light, I could see that this place was indeed some kind of a temple—though a temple of a sort I’d never seen before. Statues stood between the pillars, depicting heroic warriors of both sexes sporting huge muscles and very little clothing. Everywhere we turned, the same logo appeared: two circles, one inside the other, with the smaller circle divided into a black half and a white half.

It reminded me so much of the symbol I’d branded Fliss and Charlie with that I got the shivers. That’s one hell of a coincidence, I thought, ice filling the pit of my gut. What’s going on here?

But the piece de resistance was still to come.

Mia saved the best for last. At the back of the chamber were two doors, leading God only knew where. Probably deeper into this complex—because by now I’d figured out this place was more than a temple. It was a whole building, and this section was little more than a welcome area. Meant for first-time visitors, to wow and awe them.

Standing between those doors was the largest painting I’d ever seen.

It was totally original—and at the same time, so familiar that my eyes burned. It showed the same scene I recognized from the Traverse Museum, a battlefield filled with angels and demons with a burning city in the background. The level of detail was utterly insane, and would have taken a team of supremely gifted individuals years to paint. But that wasn’t what caught my attention.

It was the humans. It was us.

Standing in the middle of the painting, smack dab in the center of the battlefield, were human beings. Some of them looked like they were more than human, and I immediately pegged them as bearers of the Archon System. People like Fliss and Charlie, who could transform into something dangerous and beautiful and powerful whenever they got into a fight.

At the very center of the battlefield stood an unlikely figure. Instead of a seven-foot tall warrior, or a mighty general leading the Archon System’s troops, there was a man in a simple robe, surrounded by beautiful women. His face was intense, filled with concentration as he gave the humans bearing the Archon System their orders. Looking at him, you knew—this was the guy in charge. No doubt about it.

“It’s… it’s the Bellum Aeternum,” Fliss said, sounding shocked. “But different.”

It was.

The paintings in the Traverse Museum had been propaganda. These showed the truth. They showed humanity fighting back. Winning. Thriving.

They showed humanity rising.

Suddenly Fliss and Charlie were both holding my hands. They knew what that painting meant—just like they knew who the man at the center of that maelstrom was. The Powermancer. The man who’d given all those fearsome warriors their powers.

Me.

“What…” I took a second to process it. “Mia, what is this place?”

The redhead stopped in front of the painting and turned on a heel.

“This,” Mia explained, “is the mausoleum of humanity’s fallen heroes, Jax Bryant. It stands dormant now, but soon it will be filled with mighty warriors once more. Champions of humanity, raised to their powers via the Archon System. Raised up by the Powermancer.”

I swallowed hard. I knew what she was about to say.

Mia pointed right at me. “By you, Jax. You’re going to save the world.”

End of Book 1

Want more Humanity Rising? Leave a review here and let us know you want more!
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