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Chapter One

I stood in a hallway among statues of heroes.

Tall, alabaster sculptures stretched along the corridor as far as the eye could see, forming two rows that flanked me as I walked. The ones on the left were all women—beautiful enough to make a man fall to his knees and weep, even in stone and marble—while the ones on the right were of muscular, powerful warrior men. The weapons they held looked like those of medieval soldiers, but were augmented by a combination of magic and technology into being sleeker and more dangerous than anything modern technology had to offer.

They, themselves, were enchanted with a mixture of magic and technology.

Each statue in the Hall of Heroes represented a human being at the apex of their potential. A man or woman awakened by the Archon System, granted the power to transform into a creature out of myth and given the boon of powerful magic. One of humanity’s champions, drafted into the endless war—the Bellum Aeternum—between Heaven, Hell, and the mortal realm.

A hall of heroes. And all of them were dead.

My harem and I were the only hope humanity had left.

“We call it the Stronghold,” Mia was saying. The redhead walked behind me, as if she feared trying to look too dominant before the gazes of those long-gone heroes and heroines. “This is only part of it. Everything you’re seeing right now is what the people who once lived here would have considered the visitor’s center, somewhere they could show off their prowess and might to those who came to see them.”

“They certainly knew how to make an impression,” I said, stopping before one of the statues. It showed a sleek, supernaturally gorgeous woman with a Grecian dress and long flowing hair in ringlets. She held a bow in her hand, and her eyes were fierce—yet at the same time, the edge of her tongue slid from the side of her mouth with a mischievousness that was almost impish. I knew just from looking at her that this girl and I would have had a lot of fun together, if we’d happened to live in the same era of the Bellum Aeternum.

A metal plaque rested at the base of the statue. The words were scuffed and faded with time, but I thought her name started with an N. A pang of sadness struck me, that time and decay could wear down a place like this so that even a beauty like the one I beheld could be forgotten.

The rest of the Stronghold looked like the woman’s statue—like a beautiful garment worn so threadbare it was fraying at the seams. Once upon a time, this place—a secret fortress hidden beneath an ancient Antarctic mountain range—had been humanity’s capital, the place where elevated humans from around the world came to be awakened to their natural gifts via the Archon System. Human beings like me had lived here, worked here, and made both love and war in the Stronghold’s halls. Here, the leaders of humanity had planned their strategies against both angels and demons in the eternal war known as the Bellum Aeternum, struggling to find a third way for humanity that involved more than being ground beneath the heels of Heaven and Hell’s shocktroopers.

In those days, legendary cities like Atlantis, Mu and Ys weren’t just fables—they were thriving metropolises, where millions of humans lived their lives. The details were fuzzy, even today, but the one thing they all agreed on was that humanity’s Golden Age was over. We’d forgotten how to use magic. We’d lost the Archon System.

Until I inadvertently brought it back from the dead.

“Deeper in the complex, you’ll find apartments,” Mia was saying. The redhead gestured down the hall towards where it split, the corner of her suit jacket riding up her slender neck with the movement of her arm. “The ancients preferred dormitory-style arrangements, for reasons that are even more obvious today.” She gave me a good long look at that, her gaze sliding from me to Fliss and Charlie next to me. “All the amenities are present, or they will be once you break the seal on the Stronghold. You’ll find comfortable beds, hot showers and even machines that dispense food and clothing. The quality, I’m told from historical documents, puts our cuisine to shame…”

I held up a hand. “Hold up. You’re talking about this place like my girlfriends and I are actually going to live here.”

Mia turned on a heel, a strange smile spreading across her face. “Well, yes,” the redhead said, crossing her arms. “Of course you are.”

Charlie and Fliss shared a look. I didn’t need to be a mind-reader to know what they were thinking. They’d both given Mia a lot of slack, tolerating the strange woman because she’d gotten us out of a jam. If it weren’t for her help back at the Fortress of Solitude, the combination comic book and video store that Charlie owned and operated for the last decade, the three of us would probably be dead, slain by an Arch-Demon by the name of Lilim, who’d come up from Hell to test the mettle of humanity’s newest ‘defenders’.

In the end, though, I hadn’t needed Mia’s help to slay the succubus. I’d placed my brand on her with the Archon System, the same way I did to both Fliss and Charlie, and the resulting wave of pleasure shorted out the succubus’s connection to her arcane master. With her weakened, the three of us were able to bring her down. It was the first time human beings had triumphed against an Arch-Demon since… well, since most of the people in these statues were alive.

But Fliss and Charlie were getting a little tired of Mia’s insistence that we would love living in the Stronghold. This place might have been humanity’s home once upon a time, but we already had a home.

“We’ve got to get back to the Fortress of Solitude,” Charlie said. “The police are going to ask questions about the disturbance at the store. And I can’t open the business back up until I clean up the mess that Lilim and all those demons made…”

Mia blinked, looking at Charlie like she’d grown a second head. “You really don’t get it, do you? Your store doesn’t matter any longer.”

“To me, it does,” Charlie insisted. “How can you even say that?”

Mia paused. Next to her was a statue that looked suspiciously like Jason Momoa as Aquaman. “The Gates of Hell are opening,” the redhead said, her face totally serious. “The Pearly Gates as well. The Bellum Aeternum has been in a Cold War for the last few centuries, but it’s about to go red-hot.” She looked from Charlie to me, as if I might be a more receptive subject. “You’re in this whether you want to be or not. Jax, you slew an Arch-Demon! Hell will never stop hunting for you, now that you’ve killed Lucifer’s favorite whore—”

“You’re overselling it,” I insisted, holding up a hand. “We killed a demon, because it was trying to kill us. I’m sure Hell has plenty of them to spare.”

Mia’s jaw dropped open. “You really think you’re going to just leave here, don’t you?”

I bit back a sigh. Mia—full name Mia Morgan, agent of God only knows what clandestine secret organization was stamped on that badge she kept trying to hide—had been insistent since she’d shown up in our lives that we were doing everything wrong. Everything from the way we did magic to the way we put ourselves in harm’s way by simply living our lives instead of cowering behind wards was a sign that we weren’t the right people to carry the flame of humanity into the next generation. Her snide little remarks about ‘dormitory housing’ told me she didn’t even like the fact that I had two girlfriends, like the gorgeous babes and chiseled studs who’d once lived in this Stronghold weren’t fucking like rabbits in their off hours. I’d read those stories about the Olympic Village — I knew what happened when you put incredibly sexy people at the height of their athletic performance in close proximity.

“You said you were going to give us the full tour,” I told Mia, keeping my expression neutral. “Maybe you’d better stick to that for now.”

Mia was giving us the hard sell on the Stronghold. She’d brought us here directly from the Fortress of Solitude, leaping through a portal that made traveling from central Iowa to southern Antarctica as easy as popping down the street for a loaf of bread. And the place truly was a wonder. It had a sort of bomb shelter charm that made me like it more than I ought to, and all the Greco-Roman pillars and statues made it feel like Caligula’s swinging bachelor pad. Looking around, I couldn’t help but wonder what kinds of debaucheries had gone on here.

“Yes, please,” Fliss agreed. The slender brunette pulled herself closer to me, her arm laced around mine. “I want to hear more about the Stronghold, Mia.”

Ever the peacemaker, I thought. Fliss and I fit together like peanut butter and jelly. Even before our first date at the Traverse Museum turned into a headlong flight away from an angelic and demonic assassin, I knew she was either the one or pretty damn close to it. She’d proved it a hundred times over by rolling with every punch life threw our way—including the one where I met back up with my old childhood best friend and discovered she had a major crush on me. The fact that Fliss wasn’t just okay with sharing me but actually enjoyed it was still something I was trying to process.

Unlike me, Fliss had researched the Bellum Aeternum extensively: it was part of her job as the museum’s manager of curations. So the Stronghold was an opportunity she couldn’t afford to miss.

“I’ve spent my whole life learning snippets about the Bellum Aeternum,” she said, giving Mia a serious look. “Always from second and third hand sources, via rumors and ancient gossip. I’ve never been sure that half of what I’ve learned is true.” She looked around, her eyes going wide at all the tapestries and paintings on display. “This is an unprecedented chance to learn about the hidden history of humanity first hand!”

Mia nodded slowly. “I wish all three of you had that level of enthusiasm,” she said, rubbing the back of her neck. “Well, maybe you will once you see what I’ve got to show you.”

The redhead led on, guiding us down the hallway. I tried not to gawk at the tits and asses of the statues on my left as we wound through the halls of the Stronghold. I had enough to gawk at already with the two women by my side.

As we walked, Charlie gradually fell back from Mia. Once there were a few steps of clearance between us and the redhead, Charlie pressed herself against me, speaking in a whisper.

“I don’t like this, Jax,” she said. “She’s trying too hard to sell us on this place.”

I agreed with Charlie. I tended to.

Charlie and I had been best friends ever since we were kids. I grew up rough, an orphan who got adopted as an infant after I was found abandoned by my parents by the subway station at Beleth Park. Charlie’s dad ran my favorite place in the entire world, a store I spent as many hours as possible rummaging the halls of as a kid: the Fortress of Solitude, what Fliss had once called ‘Nerd Mecca’.

By the time I was a teenager, Charlie’s family had grown so fond of me that they treated me as one of their own. My first job was at the Fortress, and I credited that place with giving me most of the positive traits I’d managed to hold onto as an adult. It turned out Charlie had grown pretty damn fond of me herself, though I wouldn’t figure that out until much, much later. I was a smart guy, but not always the most observant.

I could have stayed behind and helped Charlie run the place—her Dad gave me half of it when he died, which turned out to be a lot of drama—but I was glad to give it all to her. The emotional damage of the whole thing had left us estranged for a while, but I came back to her a different man—and frankly, a better one.

We’d sure as hell made up for lost time.

“Let’s just let her give the whole spiel,” I told Charlie. I kneaded the space between her shoulder blades as I talked, gently sliding a lock of her short blonde hair out of the way as I gave her an impromptu massage. I knew how much she liked it, and how often it led to me getting my own ‘massage’ later. “She clearly wants to try and convince us to move in.”

Charlie nodded. A little groan left her lips as I hit that perfect spot on her back where she always got sore, but she still looked worried. “I want to get back home ASAP,” she whispered, looking at me through her lashes. “The Fortress needs us.” One of her hands gripped my belt. “And I need you.”

Fuck yes. I needed her, too—her and Fliss, both.

“Hearing you loud and clear,” I told her with a grin. “Don’t worry, I’m as eager to get a bed underneath the three of us as you are.”

Fliss had been listening to Mia rattle off facts and figures about the Stronghold. She heard that last bit, though, and turned around with a wink. “You two doing alright?”

“We’re great,” I said, my hand going to the small of Charlie’s back. Suddenly I felt like a husband being walked through an open house tour. Only the home was one I knew I wasn’t going to put in an offer on. “Just checking out some of these statues.”

“It’s really cold in here,” Charlie added. “I mean, we are at the South Pole. But I can’t imagine being comfortable down here long-term…”

Mia nodded as if she’d expected this. “The heating won’t be a problem. You’ll see soon enough.”

Would we? I had a sneaking suspicion that Mia’s mouth was writing checks her ass couldn’t cash. But I’d stay quiet for now. Give the redheaded agent the rope, and see if she ended up hanging herself with it.

Past the hall of statues, we entered a larger chamber with a dome-shaped ceiling. The floor sloped gently downwards on all sides, like a carnival ride, leading to a flat and circular platform in the center of the room. A pillar stretched from the middle of this platform, traveling directly from the lowest point of the floor to the highest point on the ceiling. The atmosphere in this room was less gloomy, as if this section of the complex were slightly less ancient than the rest of the Stronghold. I could even feel my mood slightly elevating in here. My head felt clearer, as if I were preparing to throw myself into a prolonged period of work.

Mia noticed the change in me. “The space you’re now entering is the nerve center of the Stronghold. The heart of humanity’s fortress, the place where great deeds become possible. I’m not a particularly religious person, but this space feels almost holy to me. Like the four of us are treading hallowed ground.” She looked at the pillar at the center of the room, a wistful look spreading across her face. “Maybe we should take our shoes off before we go any further.”

Fliss did a double take. “You’re not religious?”

Mia turned. “No. Why?”

Fliss looked like she’d bitten down on something bitter, expecting it to be sweet. “You have literal evidence that angels and demons are real. How the hell could you possibly still be an atheist?”

A little scoff escaped Mia. “I never said I was an atheist,” she said, giving Fliss a look like she was talking to a small, naive child. “There’s a difference between believing in a thing and accepting it. Even demons believe in angels—”

“I’m not really interested in a philosophical discussion,” I said, turning the group’s attention back to the pillar. I had a sense that if I let Mia get started, she’d talk our ear off about metaphysics all day. “What makes this place the nerve center of the Stronghold?”

This put Mia back on firmer ground. “Of course,” the redhead said, taking another step forward. “I could tell you all about it, but it would be faster to simply show you for yourself. Come with me.”

She gestured for me to follow her, then made her way briskly to the central platform. I shared a look with my women, both of who seemed content enough to stand back and let me handle things. I followed in Mia’s footsteps, tracing her path to the center of the chamber.

What I found surprised me. I’d assumed the pillar in the middle of the room was nothing more than marble, the same as all the decorations. But this one was filled with machinery. Modern looking screens hung from the pillar, their faces like black mirrors. Towards the bottom lay a system for interacting with the control mechanism via a keyboard and mouse.

I could hardly believe what I was seeing. The whole thing looked as if it had been installed a few weeks ago, rather than being thousands of years old. I told Mia that as I approached, and she snorted.

“Well, yeah,” the redhead said, looking from me to the machinery. “Humanity has only just begun to catch up with the wonders we were capable of back in the Golden Age. Once you get this place fully up and running, Jax, you’re going to see some amazing things.”

“Uh huh.” Once again, the implication that my women and I were going to be living here took center stage. “And how much work does that involve?”

“In some senses, it’s easy,” Mia said, her tone suddenly evasive. “And in others, it’s very, very hard.”

“I’m not following you.”

Mia took hold of a panel on the front of the pillar. It was held shut by a simple screw, which she turned with her fingers until the whole thing slid to the side. Underneath it were three impressions in the stone—gaps where objects ought to be.

“The Stronghold,” Mia said, panting a little from the effort, “is missing its control keys.”

“Control keys?”

“Necessary items for the functioning of the Stronghold,” Mia explained quickly. “In the Golden Age, they would have been the emblems of the Archon’s three chief lieutenants—taking care of them would be among their top priorities. Without the power granted by these magical items, the Stronghold is… well, as you see here.” She gestured around the room. “Cold and dead. Waiting to be reborn.”

“Okay.” I thought it over. “So we need three magical items to make this place the way it used to be?”

“One should be enough to start,” Mia said, an impish smile spreading across her face. “Fortunately for you—and for me—you’ve already got one of the control keys.”

I gave a start. “I do?”

Mia gestured at the trio of impressions built into the pillar. “Check out the symbols,” she said, pointing at runes that had been carved over each impression. “One Key aspected to Hell, and to demons.” That was the one on the left. “One Key aspected to Heaven, and the angels.” That was the one on the right.

I was looking at the one in the middle. “And the second one?”

“Humanity’s key,” Mia said quickly. “The one designed by the Archon himself. The one that was split into two pieces during the fall of Atlantis and given to different bloodlines for safekeeping.” She gave me a very serious look. “The one you and Felicity fused together at the Traverse Museum.”


Chapter Two

My hand flew to my chest. A familiar weight rested there, just beneath my shirt—one I’d carried ever since I was a baby. I’d had it with me when the authorities found me in a basket at Beleth Park, abandoned by my birth parents.

“My pendant?” My brows shot to my hairline. “You can’t be serious!”

But Mia was already nodding. “I am,” the redhead said. “You’ve been carrying half of the Archon’s Key your entire life. Did you really think there was nothing special about that old pendant?”

I knew she was right. Not in the least because that gem was a whole lot bigger than it had been a few weeks ago. That night at the Traverse Museum, Fliss revealed she had a pendant almost exactly the same as mine. That her family had gone to great expense to locate and secure it, believing it to be part of the key to activating an ancient repository of magic called the Archon Tablet.

She’d turned out to be right, of course. Her pendant and mine fit together like two puzzle pieces, and putting them together had activated the Archon Tablet—which was on display in the same museum where we’d had our first date. The further the event receded in my mind’s rear view mirror, the more I realized that my life had two distinct halves. Everything before that night had been leading up to that moment—and everything after was the result of it. Of achieving my destiny, the way Fliss spoke of so often.

“You used that pendant to activate the Archon System,” Mia said in a gentle tone. She must have realized I’d fallen into a reverie. “But it’s even more important than that, Jaxon. It’s the key to beginning the hard work of bringing the Stronghold back to its former glory.”

With a start, I slipped the necklace out from underneath my shirt. The gem really did look like it fit in one of the three indentations. Specifically, the one right in the middle. The one with an emblem that looked like a crown—the one Mia said was where humanity’s key item was intended to stand…

Suddenly I didn’t want to let the gem go. “I’ve been carrying this thing for my entire life,” I said, looking over at Mia. “It’s been around my neck since as long as I can remember.”

The redhead nodded. “I know it’s hard,” she said, some of her previous bravado gone. “Change always is. But it won’t be going anywhere, Jaxon. Once it’s installed here, it’ll be locked in unless you take it out.”

That was… vaguely reassuring. I looked over my shoulder at Fliss and Charlie. Both of them were standing far enough away so as not to be accused of eavesdropping on my conversation with Mia, but close enough that they could totally eavesdrop on my conversation with Mia.

Fliss nodded. “Go for it, babe,” she said, giving me a thumb’s up.

“We’ve come this far,” Charlie said with a shrug. “Why not see how deep the rabbit hole goes?”

Fair enough.

I slipped the pendant off of my neck and unlatched the gem from its chain. I could no longer see where it had fused with Fliss’s gem—the two were such perfect halves of the same whole that there was no telling where one ended and the other began.

Kind of like me and Fliss, I thought with a smirk.

I went to hand the gem to Mia, but she shook her head and stepped back. “The honor is yours,” she said, inclining her head as she waited for me to act.

So it was up to me, then. I wondered if it was really an honor, or if she was worried some sort of ancient booby trap might zap her with thirty thousand volts if she tried to fit the Archon’s Key into the ancient mechanism.

I put the gem into the slot. There was a moment where it didn’t seem to fit—then the edges of the stone seemed to grip the gem, and there was suddenly no space between the pendant and the pillar. A deep glow emanated from the middle of the gem, as if someone had lit a fire inside the facets of the rock.

The ground shook beneath our feet.

“Earthquake!” Fliss cried, but the tremor had already subsided. The walls still faintly vibrated, though, shaking gently as the ancient Stronghold began bringing itself back to life. Vents I hadn’t noticed before opened, filling the central chamber with warm air that carried the faint scent of cinnamon. Fliss relaxed, dropping her arms to her sides as the temperature in the room began rising to more acceptable levels.

Lights flickered on around the chamber, bathing it in wan illumination. I could see all of the angles and corners in the chamber, though it clearly wasn’t as bright in here as it ought to be. Almost as if the place wasn’t fully powered yet.

Well, that’s exactly what Mia warned me about, I told myself. We’ve got to get all three keys to power this place up all the way. Until then, I guess we’re running on emergency power—

I caught myself. I was already thinking of finding the other two keys. Which meant that deep in my heart of hearts, I agreed with Mia’s premise. Even if we didn’t live here full time, this Stronghold belonged to us now. It ought to become our home.

Shit. Charlie wasn’t going to like that.

For the moment, though, neither of them were thinking of that. They were too busy oohing and ahhing as the screens on the central pillar flickered to life. For a few seconds they showed nothing but an emblem of a crown, with a burning flame in the center. The same logo filled every monitor, like a calling card—or the logo of whoever had designed this place.

Then they faded, and the Stronghold began to come online.

Lines of text filled the screens. I couldn’t make heads or tails of them. They weren’t English, and they weren’t any language I’d ever seen before—if I’d had to guess, I would have said they looked vaguely like Greek letters. But I sensed that even a native Greek speaker wouldn’t have been able to translate them.

“What the hell?” Charlie stepped forward, Fliss following just behind her. Both women appeared to have forgotten their earlier reluctance to step on Mia and I’s toes. “That looks like gibberish. How are we supposed to translate that?”

“You’re not,” Mia agreed. She walked to one of the consoles and touched its surface. The screen went blank, then flickered back to life, a keyboard sliding from a hidden slot within the pillar. Her fingers flew over the keys as she frowned, testing commands. “It’s the original language of humanity. The tongue of the Archon.”

Fliss and Charlie both looked at her in shock.

“The who?” I asked.

Mia glanced over at me, her eyes narrowing. “The Archon,” she said, like it was obvious. “You’ve been using his system, Jax, Which you were granted by his tablet. Did you really not think there was a human being called the Archon?”

“I honestly hadn’t given it a lot of thought,” I said, not liking Mia’s tone. “Kind of been busy trying to keep me and my women from getting killed by demons or angels.”

Mia snorted. “So was the Archon,” she said, nodding at the screen. “He was the original Powermancer, the man who elevated humanity and taught them how to throw off the yoke of the demons and angels running roughshod over the world. Like Prometheus, stealing fire from the Gods and bringing it to humanity.”

Her tone had gotten a little dreamy at that last part. “You admire him,” I said.

Mia snapped to attention. “Of course I do,” she said, looking at all of us. “You should, as well. Without him, there would be no rebellion against Heaven and Hell. Humanity would either be living in a world run by demons where everything is fire and chaos, or an angelic authoritarian state where people follow the law instead of their brains.” She turned back to the screen, a smirk spreading across her features. “The Archon gave humanity the space it needed to thrive. You ask me why I’m not religious? I am. The Archon is my God.”

“That’s… a lot,” I said. Both of my women seemed stunned.

“It is,” Mia said. Suddenly she stopped typing and turned away from the screen. “The Archon was the first Powermancer, Jax. You’re the only Powermancer left. The only man who can awaken humans to their innate gifts and abilities. Which, as far as I’m concerned, makes you the new Archon.”

I couldn’t resist toying with Mia a bit. “So I’m your God?”

Was that a smirk I saw tugging at the corner of the redhead’s mouth?

“More like a demigod,” she admitted. “Maybe.”

“I’ll take it,” I said. “For now.”

Mia looked a little bit flustered as she turned to the screen. “You’ve got some big shoes to fill,” she muttered, looking like she wasn’t sure if she expected me to be able to do it or not. “Which means the first thing you’ve got to do is to step into those shoes.”

“Shoes?” I frowned.

Mia rolled her eyes. “You’ve got to register yourself,” she said, gesturing at the terminal. “Make this Stronghold yours.”

I wasn’t sure what she meant. Mia was gesturing at a square next to the keyboard—it looked like one of those fingerprint readers they used at theme parks to let you re enter if you had to step out in the middle of the day. Was I supposed to put my hand on it?

I did—and the screen crackled with energy.

A deep hum ran through the walls and floor. The lights in the chamber dimmed, and a few flakes of rock rained down from the ceiling. Charlie stepped to the side to avoid them as they hit the ground.

A voice spoke.

I nearly jumped into the air. It was a female voice, but the words it was saying weren’t like any language I’d ever heard before. The syllables were trilling, almost musical, and the overall sound of her words had the cadence of a sweet poem or a lullaby.

“Did I just set off an alarm?” I asked, glancing over at Mia.

The redhead shook her head. “Give it a few seconds,” she said. “The Stronghold is adjusting to your connectome. It’ll be calibrated shortly.”

I wanted to ask Mia what the hell a connectome was supposed to be, but just then the voice cleared its digital throat. The next time it spoke, it was in perfect—though strangely accented—English.

“Thank you, baernan,” it said, using the Old English phrase for ‘one who brands’ I’d once heard leave the mouth of an enraged angel. “Powermancer Jaxon Bryant has been registered. Welcome to your Stronghold, baernan.”

My Stronghold. It felt a little shocking to know this entire mountain fortress now belonged to me.

A beep escaped the pillar. “Baernan, I’m currently reading the power levels within your Stronghold at just south of 25%,” the voice informed me. “Only one of the three control keys has been placed inside of the Central Pillar. Please install the other two at your earliest convenience, so that full Stronghold access can be established.”

Mia looked at me. “Tell her you don’t have them,” she suggested.

Tell her? This was a machine. Right?

I cleared my throat. “I, um… I only have the one key,” I said, spreading my arms.

The lights dimmed for a moment. “Understood,” said the soft female voice. “Currently, Stronghold functions are limited to necessities. Life Support is active. Cornucopia is active. Recall Ability is active.”

I let the words wash over me in a flood of unfamiliar terms. Mia listened to the machine rattle off facts and figures about the Stronghold, not reacting much until the thing mentioned the word Recall.

“Oh, you’re going to want to do this right now!” the redhead said, suddenly excited. “Put your hand back on the pad!”

I did. The pillar hummed, before the lights in the room brightened by a fraction. “Recall Ability has been keyed to your connectome, baernan,” the computerized voice informed me. “You may enter and leave the Stronghold as you wish.”

I didn’t understand. Couldn’t I already do that? But Mia looked like I’d just won a gold medal at the Olympics.

“I’ve read about this,” the agent explained. “The defenders of the Golden Age, it was said they carried the Stronghold with them in their hearts always, no matter where they went. This was nothing but a bit of flowery poetic license, of course, but the fact of the matter was that defenders could teleport to and from the Stronghold at will. It’s an incredibly useful ability.”

It sounded like it. There weren’t too many flights to Antarctica, so being able to come and go as I pleased would be damned convenient.

“I… I think you’re right,” I muttered. I could feel the knowledge at the back of my head, the same way I could feel the Ability Point I’d gained during the fight outside the Fortress of Solitude and had refunded to my Archon System after defeating Lilim. Something deep inside of me told me I could form a portal like the one Mia created to get us here. And that I could do it whenever I needed to.

“Good,” Mia said. “We should register your… companions while we’re here.”

I gave a little start. “We can do that?”

“Of course.” Mia gestured for Fliss and Charlie to join us on the platform. “Come up here, both of you. In order to gain full access to the Stronghold, you’ll need to have your connectomes registered as well.”

I expected one or both of the girls to ask Mia what the hell a connectome was, but neither of them did. Instead, both of them stepped up to the platform, each placing their hands on the device one after another.

“Thank you,” the soft female voice said after they were done. “Powermancer Jaxon Bryant, you have added the Noir Knight and the Valkyrie to your Stronghold. Both defenders now have access to the Recall ability, and they will be given the role of hearthkeeper once full Stronghold access is activated.”

“Hearth keeper?” Charlie’s brows furrowed together. “That makes it sound like the Stronghold is expecting us to be housewives or something.”

Charlie made that sound like a bad thing. From the look on her face, Fliss didn’t agree.

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Fliss said with a shrug. “I mean, this place could use a little cleaning up…”

Charlie turned to the brunette, her eyes narrowing. “Let’s make a deal,” she said, crossing her arms. “You can be in charge of dusting and vacuuming our mountain fortress, and I’ll focus on taking care of the Fortress of Solitude.”

I bit back a sigh. That store meant the world to Charlie, and I knew that. All of us did. But didn’t she realize how different things were now? This was about a hell of a lot more than one video store in suburban Iowa. The fate of the entire world rested on our shoulders.

“We’ll see,” was all Fliss said. She watched Charlie warily, her expression a little pinched. “I just don’t think you should be so dismissive. You make it sound like being a housewife makes you some kind of failure.”

Charlie scoffed. “It doesn’t?”

Fliss’s eyes widened. “I have a very successful career, I’ll have you know. But if Jax and I ended up married, and there were kids to raise and a house to take care of, I wouldn’t think twice about putting it on the back burner. Some things are more important than a career.”

Charlie looked taken aback for a moment. “Well, I guess that’s where the two of us differ,” she said with a shrug. “Like I said, you can have the domestic stuff. I want to be the next Blockbuster. And I certainly don’t want a bunch of screaming babies all over the place. I get enough of that at the store.”

“Would you two stop?” Mia had been watching this back and forth like a spectator at a tennis match. “Hearthkeeper is just a term—it refers to someone who lives and works in the Stronghold. It doesn’t mean that either of you can’t live your fucking lives, you babies.”

“She’s the one who wants babies,” Charlie said, gesturing at Fliss.

“Oh grow the fuck up,” I snapped, tired of it.

To my shock, Charlie’s expression fell. “Excuse me?”

“No one’s even talking about kids or housewives or anything like that,” I said. I knew I ought to keep my mouth shut, but now that I was speaking my mind, I found I couldn’t stop myself. “We’re in the middle of a war between demons and angels, and you can’t get off your high horse for two fucking seconds to focus on that instead of your business plan?”

Charlie looked like I’d slapped her in the face. “Sure,” she said, suddenly unable to meet my eyes. “Sorry. You just… you know how my Mom is, Jax.”

I did. Charlie’s mother was of the ‘when are you going to give me grandbabies’ variety, except she turned it into an artform. If it had been up to her, I’d have been given the Fortress of Solitude outright when her husband died—with Charlie as part of the dowry. Her daughter’s happiness didn’t come into the equation.

“I know,” I said, holding up my hands. “This is just all a conversation for another day.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Mia said. “Thank you, Jax.”

I nodded.

“For right now, you should know that your Recall ability is tied to the last place you left your portal,” Mia explained, gesturing at the pillar like this was all second nature to her. “One half of it is always keyed to the Stronghold, no matter what, so that you can return to home base in any circumstances. The other side links you to wherever you came from.”

There was a problem with that, and I saw it pretty much immediately. “We’ve never cast a portal,” I said, grasping the issue. “So if I did it right now, where would it go?”

Mia’s smirk told me she was glad I was such a fast learner. “That’s part of what I did with the security station,” she explained, gesturing at the keyboard she’d been typing on earlier. “I uploaded my own coordinates, which by some miracle are compatible with the Stronghold’s system. So your first portal should take you where you were before you arrived here.” She let us think that through. “But you should be aware that in the future, the Recall ability will only let you go back to wherever you originally blinked back to home base. So if you do it on top of a building, or behind enemy lines, you’ll have to go back there before you can reset.”

I was already a step ahead of Mia. “That’s not true,” I said.

This time the redhead looked shocked. “Pardon?”

“There’s three of us with the Recall ability,” I said, gesturing at my two women. “Me, Fliss, and Charlie. If I don’t like the location of my last portal, I can always have them cast me a new one. Both of us step through, and then I set up a new portal back to the Stronghold from wherever they drop us off.” I felt proud of myself for figuring that out. “So it’s a lot more configurable with multiple defenders than it would be with just one guy.”

Mia’s mouth dropped open. “That’s… you’re right,” she admitted, laughing a little. She rubbed the back of her neck as she spoke. “I guess I’ve been doing things like this alone for so long that I forgot how much easier it is with a team.”

“Teamwork makes the dream work,” Fliss said with a smile.

Speaking of which…

“You should touch the pad, too,” I said, gesturing at it. “Register yourself to the Stronghold while you’re here, Mia.”

She looked at me like she’d just swallowed a bug. “I don’t know about that, Jax…”

Maybe she didn’t. But I’d already decided. “I’m not joking,” I told her, glancing over at my women for confirmation that I wasn’t barking up the wrong tree. “You saved our lives back there, Mia. If it wasn’t for you, we’d probably all be freshly-fucked zombies, turned to dust by Lilim.”

“Jax is right,” Charlie said after a moment’s thought. “You deserve it.”

“And we’d be thrilled to have you as part of the team,” Fliss added, her naughty smile putting to rest the last of my worries. “Once Jax brands you, you’ll be just like us—you’ll have the Archon System. You can be a hearthkeeper too.”

I kind of figured it was all done and dusted.

But Mia’s response wasn’t at all what I’d expected.

All the color drained from the redhead’s face. She took a step backwards, like a vampire who’d just been offered a cross. Her reaction made no sense at all to me, especially because I’d figured this was what Mia had been after all along. Why else would she hitch her wagon to us? She wanted the Archon System, and the power that came with it.

Maybe she doesn’t want to be in my harem, came the thought. Maybe she doesn’t swing that way…

It was a good thought. Unfortunately, it was the wrong one.

“Listen,” I said, hoping to calm down the strangeness of Mia’s response. “All I’m offering you is the Archon System. I can’t help it if the process of branding you is more than a little intimate—I’m not the one who came up with it.” I let out a little laugh, figuring it would help puncture some of the tension in the room. “You can blame the Archon for that. I guess he must have been at least a little bit of a perv, seeing as he wanted the process to make people come—”

“It’s not that,” Mia said suddenly. “I know that joining your crew and joining your harem are two different things. And I wouldn’t be planning on jumping into your bed, Jax, whatever you think of that. I’m here for humanity, not for lust.”

That was fair enough for me. “What, then?”

Mia’s lips formed a tight little line. “It’s my bosses,” the redhead murmured. “They wouldn’t be very happy about it.”

“Your bosses?”

“Although, to be fair, if they knew the extent of my involvement in all of this, they’d consider me a traitor already.” A faint smile spread across Mia’s face as her expression softened. “I suppose I can accept your offer, Jaxon. I might even be able to help you secure one of the two control keys you need for the Stronghold. After all, they’re in the hands of my employers—”

All three of us were staring at Mia now. A dark serpent coiled in my guts, and I was beginning to suspect something I really, truly hoped wasn’t true.

“Mia,” I said, only my control keeping it from coming out as a growl. “Who the hell do you work for?”

The redhead sighed. With a flourish, she reached into the breast pocket of her suit and brought out the badge I’d seen glimpses of before.

Emblazoned on the front was a logo of an eye.


Chapter Three

“Agent Mia Morgan,” Mia said, holding up her badge with a desultory expression. “Obsidian Eye.”

The reaction couldn’t have been more extreme if Mia had pulled a live grenade from her pocket and tossed it to the floor. All three of us backed away, fear and panic filling our veins at the sight of the dark eye on Mia’s badge. I knew that symbol—and I hated it.

“The Eye!?” Charlie looked like she was about to punch Mia in the face. “You work for those fuckers who tried to kill us!?”

Fliss’s anger was even more pointed. “Dr. Bodekker,” she whispered, reminding me of the man. “You work for Dr. Bodekker?”

“Doctor…” Mia trailed off, her brows furrowing together as a perplexed expression filled her face. “How the fuck do you know Dr. Bodekker!?”

Fliss flinched. “I’m not telling you shit!”

And I thought I’d stepped in it. How the fuck could Mia be hiding a secret like this for all this time? Obviously I’d known she had to work for someone—there had to be some clandestine organization out there monitoring the Bellum Aeternum. But I’d never expected it to be the Eye.

‘Tried to kill us’ was putting it mildly. If Dr. Bodekker had his way, I’d have had my access to the Archon System taken away—with a scalpel through the brain. The man was a mad scientist through and through, and he’d only barely been able to hide his evil impulses long enough to convince Fliss he was a kindly old man.

The atmosphere in the room thickened. When I glanced over, there was a dark tint to Charlie’s skin that hadn’t been there a few moments ago. Her ears looked longer and sharper, and her lips were poutier even than they got when she was turned on.

“We should waste this bitch,” the blonde said, glancing over at me. “She’s probably wearing a wire. The fucking Eye is listening to everything we say!”

“Woah!” Mia put her hands up, taking the badge with her. “No one’s listening in on you. Even if I was wired for sound—which I’m not—the wards around the Stronghold would keep the Obsidian Eye from listening in on us. Right now, this is the safest place on Earth where they’re concerned—”

“We can’t believe a word you say,” Fliss hissed. “You’re one of them.”

Mia sighed. “You can trust me,” she whispered.

“I trusted Dr. Bodekker,” Fliss shot back. “He nearly got me and everyone I love killed.”

“Again,” Mia said, her expression hardening. “I’m going to ask how the fuck you and your friends got to know a goddamn Anchorite behind my back!”

The tension in the room was far too high. If I didn’t do something, Charlie really was going to transform—I could see her taking on more and more of the aspects of her dark elf form, becoming the powerful Noir Knight. When she did that, the lines in her brain that separated ‘violence’ from ‘sex’ got a little tangled up, and she was likely to rip Mia’s face off as some kind of attempt with me at foreplay.

I had to stop that from happening.

“Everyone calm down!” I roared, putting as much force into it as I could.

By some miracle, everyone did. Fliss and Charlie shut up instantly, and Mia looked at me like she was seeing me for the very first time. Her mouth dropped open, and she slipped the little silver badge back into her pocket as she recovered.

“Mia isn’t one of us,” I told my girls. “But she also saved us from Lilim. If she really was loyal to the Obsidian Eye, she would have let us get killed and called in her employers after so they could harvest the Archon System from my brain.”

Both women looked like they dreaded the thought of something like that happening.

“Jax, this woman is bad news,” Charlie said. She was fully human again, but I could tell she was holding onto her transformation just in case. If Mia did anything that even appeared threatening, there was going to be a fight. “We can’t trust her—”

“I’m not saying we trust her!” I snapped. “But we don’t fucking kill her. Are you kidding me? What are we, monsters?”

That got both of the women right in the gut. “No,” Fliss said finally. “No, we are not.”

“Fuck,” Charlie growled, turning away. “This sucks!”

“I agree,” Mia said quickly. “It does. Could we maybe sit down and talk about all this?”

I recognized an attempt at deescalation when I saw one. “Sure,” I said, sighing. Before either of the girls could protest, I waved them to silence. “I’m assuming you know a good spot?”

“The kitchens,” Mia said, a faint smile tugging at the side of her mouth. “They’re more like a dorm cafeteria, but they ought to suit our purposes. You can check out the cornucopia, too, if you’re so inclined.”

I didn’t understand what Mia meant until we got to the cafeteria. The Stronghold didn’t have what could be considered a traditional kitchen—instead, the dining area looked like a Viking feasting hall, with a bunch of machinery along the back wall. Mia went over to one and tapped some keys, then took a mug from a stack of them and placed it underneath of a nozzle.

The smell of coffee filled the dining room. I hadn’t realized how badly I needed some until I caught its scent.

“This is the Cornucopia,” Mia explained, taking the now full mug of coffee and taking a sip. “It’s part of the Stronghold’s basic suite of abilities, along with the life support that keeps this place clean, warded and temperature controlled.”

I approached the machine in shock. Taking a mug and placing it where Mia had, I pushed the same button on the device. The screens showed helpful pictograms—this one was a steaming mug of coffee. More of the dark fluid filled my mug, and the cup warmed against my hand.

“It’s like a replicator,” I said, staring into the result. “Like something from Star Trek.”

“Not quite,” Mia said, flashing that impish grin. “But pretty close. These devices make a variety of food and drink, though they might be a little… antiquated in their options. They have everything that hearthmakers of the Stronghold would have drunk and ate programmed in, but modern stuff probably requires slapping together multiple ingredients and forcing them to work together. I wouldn’t bank on being able to make a lemon meringue pie, for example.”

I didn’t give a shit about lemon meringue pie. I took a sip of the coffee, stunned.

“Mia,” I said, looking at the redhead with new eyes. “Girls. This is the best fucking cup of coffee I have ever tasted.”

Fliss and Charlie shared a look. “Well now I’ve got to try one,” Charlie snorted.

As Mia went to one of the long tables and sat down, both of my girlfriends took turns making their own brew. Fliss dutifully tapped the coffee pictogram, while Charlie flipped through the other options before selecting hers. The two women giggled over it as I made my way across the room and sat down in front of Mia.

“Looks like it makes wine,” Charlie said from behind me. She’d always been a bit of a lush, and I could feel her grinning. “And what’s this? Mead?”

“Makes sense,” Fliss was saying. “Your feasting hall can’t feel like Valhalla without mead…”

Mia looked up at me as I sat down. Her gaze flickered over to the two women laughing and joking in front of the Cornucopia, then settled on my face. “Thanks for not killing me,” she whispered, taking a sip of her coffee.

“Would have been a waste,” I said, sitting down.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. There’s lots of value I can still extract from you.”

Mia’s expression withered. “How thoughtful of you.”

“You’re the one working for the enemy,” I told her, taking a sip of my coffee. I hadn’t been lying about how good it was—every sip tasted better than the one before. It kind of blew my mind. “How about you start by telling me everything you know about them?”

Mia’s lips formed a tight little line. “Can’t,” she said, faking like she was calm. “My head will explode.”

I stared at her. I couldn’t tell whether she was joking or not.

“Okay, ‘head exploding’ is overselling it a bit,” the redhead said, drumming the fingers of her free hand on the table. “But there are certain… disclosures that I’m forbidden from making. If my nose starts bleeding while we talk, you’ll know I’m getting close to one. Or that I’m thinking of telling you about it.”

Interesting. “What happens if you make one of these disclosures?” I asked.

Mia took a sip of her coffee. “Grand mal seizure,” she said, her tone curiously flat. Now I knew she wasn’t bullshitting me. “So if your girlfriends really do want to watch me die, all you’ve got to do is torture me until you get me to give up something I’m not allowed to say.”

Shit. “I wouldn’t do that,” I said.

Mia shrugged. “They might.”

I was already shaking my head. “I’m the one in charge here,” I told Mia, meaning it. “What I say goes. And I’m telling you we won’t kill you, Mia. We’re not monsters.”

“What’s this about monsters?” Charlie had just sat down next to me. In addition to her coffee, she had a tray with a half-dozen other mugs, each filled with different liquids. Apparently she’d ordered herself an entire flight.

Fliss sat down demurely on my other side. “I heard the whole thing,” the brunette said, taking a sip of her coffee. “And Jax is right. He is the leader here. So you can take him at his word, red.”

Something inside of Mia relaxed a fraction. “Thank you,” she said. “I—”

“But you are not part of the team,” Fliss added, her expression going hard. “And if you ever want to be, you’re going to have to earn it.”

“Earn it good and hard,” Charlie added, grinning lasciviously.

Mia sighed and spread her arms. “What would you like to know? Within my power, obviously. If I get a nosebleed and don’t notice it, someone please inform me before I pass out and die all over this very nice table.”

I thought it over. Really, there wasn’t a lot I needed to know from Mia. I already had a pretty good idea of who the Obsidian Eye were, and what they wanted.

The bad guys. And power.

I took another sip of my coffee. Next to me, Mia tried a mug full of wine, her brows shooting to her hairline as she reacted like she’d tasted ambrosia. That’s probably in the next mug, I thought, smirking to myself.

“You seemed surprised that we knew Dr. Bodekker,” I finally said. “Why?”

Mia snickered. This was firmer ground for her, I could tell. “Because Dr. Bodekker doesn’t get out much,” she said. “He’s an Anchorite, for fuck’s sake.”

“Explain.”

I already knew what that was, but I wanted to hear it from Mia. If she was lying, I’d know—and we could write off anything else she said or offered to do as double-crossing bullshit.

Mia rocked back in her seat, her eyes half-closing in thought. “An Anchorite is a high-level member of the Obsidian Eye,” she said, brushing the space between her upper lip and her nose. No blood yet—a good sign. “In order to safeguard themselves from any kind of corruption that might affect them, they seal themselves away inside of hermetic chambers and watch the world through cameras. When necessary, they appear in meatspace as a hologram.”

“Meatspace?” Fliss asked, her brows furrowing together.

“Anchorite talk for the real world,” Mia said with a little smirk. “They’re all insane, but Dr. Bodekker might be the worst. He’s crazier than a bag of snakes. Unfortunately, he’s also the loudest voice among the Anchorites. I understand why they have to seal themselves away in order to be safe, but it’s a tradeoff I’d never personally agree to make.”

Nor would I. “Why do they do it?” I asked.

Mia shrugged. “You saw those people who attacked the Fortress of Solitude, right?” she asked, referring to the zombies who’d struck out at the store before the main mass of demons showed up to introduce Lilim. “Demons can do that to ordinary people. Angels, too. They can’t grab just anyone—people with a decent amount of will are immune from that kind of control—but if they really focus in on one person, they can do a hell of a lot of damage.”

I thought about the people I saw every day who were glued to their phones, living reflected lives via a screen. Certain sections of the internet sarcastically referred to such people as NPCs, like the background characters in a video game. In this case, though, they might be right. Those people were easy pickings for demons—they were already half-asleep, living outside of their bodies.

Fliss was thinking of something even worse. “You’re talking about demonic possession,” she whispered. “Exorcisms and stuff.”

Mia nodded gravely.

“I know all about that,” Charlie said, putting an elbow on the table. “You ever see The Conjuring, Mia? My Dad actually knew the Warrens—”

“It’s more like Evil Dead,” Mia whispered. “Cruel, vicious monsters with no will but to do the bidding of those Down Below. Who show just a little bit of the person trapped inside whenever they need to get their target to lower their guard. If you’d ever seen it in person…” She shuddered. “You wouldn’t be joking about it.”

It hadn’t been me making the jokes, but I didn’t say that. From the look on Mia’s face, I could tell she’d been close to someone who’d been subject to a demonic incursion. No wonder people like Dr. Bodekker sealed themselves away behind wards to conduct the Eye’s business.

“Alright, that makes sense,” I said. Then I smiled. “And it matches what we already know about Anchorites and how they operate, so we know you’re not lying. You’re off the hook, Mia.”

The redhead across the table gave a little start. “You knew already?” she gasped. Then her eyes narrowed. “You’re a clever bastard, Jaxon Bryant.”

I froze. A trickle of blood was oozing from Mia’s left nostril, making its way down her cheek. The crimson fluid was almost the same shade as her hair.

She saw me staring. “Crap. I’m bleeding, aren’t I?”

I nodded wordlessly.

Mia took a handkerchief from inside her suit jacket and pressed it against her nose. “Enough questions for right now,” she said, a wary look filling her eyes. “Maybe later I’ll be feeling up to some. But at the moment, I’m a little closer to the edge than I’d like to be for my own comfort.”

That made sense. I supposed it was possible that Mia might be fucking with me, that the whole ‘blood from the nose’ thing could be a ruse she’d come up with to avoid questions. I hadn’t seen her cut herself inside a nostril or anything like that, but in a world where magic existed? Turning a nosebleed on and off again didn’t sound like the most impossible parlor trick.

“That’s fine,” I said. I’d heard almost everything I needed to know, anyway.

Mia nodded. When she retracted her handkerchief, the trickle of blood had stemmed.

“I’m not going to brand you,” I said, leaning forward. “But I’m not going to completely count you out, either.”

I watched a complicated series of emotions travel across Mia’s face. Relief that I wasn’t going to kill her, followed by anger about not being branded. Then deep, deep concern.

“I’m not safe without access to the Archon System,” she said, blanching. “If my employers find out that I’m working with you behind their backs, they’ll kill me. Dr. Bodekker—”

“Dr. Bodekker is my problem,” I said, putting an elbow on the table. “I want to trust you, Mia. I like you, and not in the way that your dirty little mind is probably thinking right now.”

Her smirk told me I was right on the money.

“But I can’t trust you,” I said. I’d thought long and hard about this through her description of what it meant to be an Anchorite, and I’d decided. “If you won’t come over to our side and overthrow the Obsidian Eye, then I can’t trust you enough to join the team. And I certainly can’t waste an Ability Point on branding you.”

Mia flinched. Harsh words, coming from the Powermancer, but they happened to be true.

Slowly, the redhead nodded. I could see the wheels spinning behind Mia’s eyes, her mind working feverishly as she tried to think of some way to turn this situation to her advantage. I didn’t begrudge her that—honestly, it was one of the things I liked about her.

She was a tenacious bitch. I needed bad girls like that on my team.

“What if I help you get the second control key?” she asked.

Fliss and Charlie shared a look.

“Why can’t you get us both keys?” Charlie asked.

Mia didn’t hesitate. “Because I don’t know where both keys are,” she said, a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. She’d gotten a foot in the door, and she knew it. “But I do know where one of them is. The demon-aspected key. My employer has it.”

Oh shit. That was most definitely news.

“If we got that key and implanted it here in the Stronghold, would it open up new options?” I asked. “Turn more of the place on, even if we don’t have all three of them?”

Mia nodded. “I can try to find the third key, too. But I really have no idea where it’s hiding. The only silver lining to that is that the Obsidian Eye has no idea, either—which means it’s highly unlikely that any occult group has the slightest idea where the angel-aspected key is. Wasp-17, the Lady Jokers, the Occult Union—they all take their cues from the Eye. If they’d found the key, we’d know it by now—”

“Mia,” I said, pointing.

Her nose was bleeding again.

“Shit,” Mia hissed, putting the handkerchief against her nostrils. “God damn it, I’m going to have to deal with a lot of this, aren’t I?”

“As long as you’re working for us,” I said with a smile. Something had just occurred to me. “If I brand you, will that keep happening?”

Mia shook her head, pinching her nose as she did. “It shouldn’t,” she said, her voice muffled somewhat. “That’s part of why I’m so eager to get branded. If you want to know what I can tell you, Jax, all you’ve got to do is let me on the team. And give me the Archon System.”

Part of me wanted to. But I couldn’t trust Mia. Not yet.

Not until she got me that key.

I leaned forward, making sure Mia got a good look at me. I wanted to be very clear with this part—everything that was to come depended on it.

“Here’s the deal,” I said, regarding her evenly. “Find where the Obsidian Eye is keeping that key. Help me steal it from your employers.”

Mia nodded. “And then?”

I swallowed. “Once it’s installed here at the Stronghold, I’ll brand you,” I said, tossing it off like it didn’t matter to me. “You can join the team and have all the privileges. But not until you prove yourself.”

If there was one thing I was going to learn about Mia Morgan, it was that she didn’t back down from a challenge. A smile played around her eyes, even as her expression went fierce. She finished wiping her nose and tucked her handkerchief away, giving her nostrils a squeeze for good measure.

“Alright, then,” she said. “I’ll be in touch, Powermancer.”

And she extended her hand.

I took it. Mia had a hell of a grip—firmer than I would have expected. I shook her hand, sealing the pact between us, then settled back into my chair.

“It’s settled, then,” I said. “You’ve got my number, right?”

“I do,” Mia said, looking around. “And I happen to know where you live, Jax.”

Charlie looked like she wanted to say something to that. She sipped a drink as she prepared something clever to say—only for her face to change as soon as she tasted the liquid. She leaned over and spat it out on the ground. “Jesus Christ!”

Mia took the cup, ran her finger around the rim, and put it to her tongue. “Extract of wormwood,” she said, her nose wrinkling. “I wouldn’t touch that button in the future if I were you.”

“Duly noted,” I said. “We’ll see you around, Mia.”

Within a few minutes, the redhead opened a portal and headed back to report to her superiors. She was our double agent now—and hopefully she’d prove herself.

Meanwhile, the three of us had the Stronghold all to ourselves.


Chapter Four

“You know,” Charlie said, sipping her mead, “I’m starting to like this place.”

It had been about two hours since Mia summoned a portal and stepped through it, waving us farewell as she headed back to the real world to check in with her bosses. Having my very own secret double agent was the kind of thing little Jax would have loved—it keyed into most of my boyhood fantasies. But I’d never expected to worry so much about my operative.

With the Stronghold now in my possession and nothing much else to do, we took a tour of the place. The complex was even larger than I’d expected, and we had little chance of seeing every nook and cranny in the mountain fortress in a single day. But we’d managed to cover a decent amount of ground, while taking frequent trips back to the Cornucopia to get drinks and snacks.

I hadn’t been drinking alcohol. Both Fliss and Charlie had. They were really starting to enjoy themselves.

“You’re only saying this because they have ancient liquor on tap,” Fliss said, giving the blonde a playful punch on the shoulder. They’d been giggling like sorority sisters for most of the tour, and now their flirting was starting to boil over into more explicit overtures.

“You’re an ancient licker,” Charlie chuckled, giving as good as she got. “Fuck, this shit is so good! Who knew prehistory was the place to go if you wanted some primo booze?”

“It makes sense,” I said, studying the hallway we were standing in. There were no statues in this wing of the Stronghold, and I was starting to wonder just what this section of the complex was for. We were near both the cafeteria and the dormitories, but there wasn’t anything here save for a single hallway and a pair of massive, gymnasium sized rooms. Maybe they were for sports, but if that were the case, where was the equipment?

Maybe it’s something that’ll activate once we get another key, I told myself. But I wasn’t sure. And thinking about that just made me think about Mia and her mission. More worries.

“What makes sense?” Charlie had a cute little slur to her words when she was tipsy—it made even cuter than usual.

“Hmm? Oh, the alcohol,” I said, reaching around and taking away her mug. “The stuff the machine makes is an exact duplicate of whatever humanity’s defenders drank regularly. Meaning no pollution, no additives, no microplastics… no bad stuff.”

“Wow,” Charlie said.

“This,” I replied, lifting the mug, “is probably the most pure liquor on the planet.”

I took a sip. It was fucking delicious.

Fliss watched me, a knowing look on my face. She knew that if I was finally drinking, that there was only one thing on my mind. And it wasn’t checking out some other obscure corners of the Stronghold.

“So what do you think we ought to do tonight?” the brunette asked, too casual by half. “Open up a portal and test our Recall abilities? Go check on the Fortress?”

“Oh yeah, shit!” Charlie gave a start like she’d just thought of it. “I need to go to the store! The place is fucking trashed…!”

I was already shaking my head. “No, Mia’s right,” I said, looking at both girls. “If she was right about anything, it was that. The store’s not safe right now. Not at night, anyway.”

It was hard to tell day from night down here. Fortunately I had my wristwatch and my phone. We’d need to get a couple of watches for the girls—preferably the kind that lit up when you pushed a little button. Keeping time in the base was going to be a pain until we got everything set up.

“So what, then?” Charlie put her hands on her hips. “We just abandon the store?”

“Of course not,” I said, shaking my head. “What you should do is call a cleanup crew. Once you sober up, that is.”

“Cleanup?” Charlie frowned.

“If we’re not there, there’s no reason for demons or angels to attack,” I explained. “So instead of going there ourselves, we’ll hire a crew to put the Fortress back together. Once they’ve gotten some of the work done, we can make an appearance—but only during the day. And not for a very long time, so that we don’t get attacked.”

I watched Charlie think about that. “That sounds good,” she said, weaving ever so slightly on her feet. “There’s just one problem.”

“Name it.” I was feeling more and more assertive all the time. It was like this Stronghold was starting to have some sort of effect on me. Maybe it was like when you got promoted in the military and heard people referring to you as ‘colonel’ or ‘major’ all the time. It gave a guy an ego boost, that was for damn sure.

Charlie blanched. “I don’t have the money to do that.”

Oh. That was the problem? “I’ll pay for it,” I told her.

Her brows rose. “You mean it?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Charlie, I owe you,” I told her, meaning it. “I’ve got plenty of cash reserves left, thanks to my company. It would be a pleasure and a privilege to help you turn the Fortress of Solitude back into the store it deserves to be.”

The blonde blinked. “Well, damn,” she said, sounding like she was about to start crying. “That’s fucking great of you, Jax. I… I’d give you half of the store if you wanted it. Fulfill my Dad’s will and all that…”

I just hugged her. “There’s no need to do that,” I told her. I didn’t have the heart to add that given everything that was going on in my life, the Fortress of Solitude was among the least of my concerns. “It’s your business. Just consider me… an angel investor.”

Charlie blinked, wiping away her tears. “Alright, I will,” she said, smiling. “So do we go back to your place, then?”

“Actually, I was thinking about crashing here,” I said, looking around the hall. “We’ll be safe here for tonight, at least, and we can make any bigger decisions in the morning. For tonight, I think we should just see how we feel about the place. You know?”

They knew. Fliss and Charlie shared a look, both of their faces filled with eagerness. “Sure,” Fliss said, nibbling her bottom lip. “You’re the boss, Jax.”

“The Powermancer,” Charlie added, with just a touch of that dark elf sultriness. “Let’s go check out the dorms.”

Mia had shown them to us briefly during her initial tour of the Stronghold. Now we took a longer, deeper look at the place where we’d be sleeping if we spent any appreciable length of time here.

It really did resemble a dormitory. The sleeping quarters at the Stronghold were square shaped, with bathing facilities in the center and bedrooms lining the edges. Each section had three beds, with a door providing access to the section fore and aft the one someone was sleeping in.

The implications were obvious. My women looked scandalized as we walked around, but also more than a little turned on.

“Wow,” Charlie giggled, her fingers toying around my belt. “These definitely aren’t individual bedrooms, if you catch my drift.”

“It really looks like everyone who lived here was… was like us,” Fliss added, looking at the rooms like they were exactly what she wanted.

“Like us how?” I asked, wanting to hear them say it.

Fliss turned to me, her lips pursing. “Groups,” she whispered.

“Harems,” Charlie added with a giggle. “Those beds look like they all slide together…”

They most certainly did. Whoever slept in these rooms could stay apart if they wished, or sleep in one big pile. I figured everyone was together most of the time, and the whole moving the beds around thing was mostly for fun positions.

As I looked at the trio of beds, a yawn broke from me. Both women were quiet for a second, then they both started to laugh.

“Hey, I’m tired,” I said, mock upset. “I did slay an Arch-Demon today, you know. I’m entitled to need a little break.”

“Of course you are,” Fliss said, giving me a little kiss on the cheek. “I tell you what, babe, why don’t you go check out the showers? Me and Charlie can turn this place into a little love nest while you’re gone.”

“I’ve got a little business to take care of, anyway,” Charlie added. She weaved a bit as she pulled her phone out of her pocket, but her manner was all business as she input the passcode.

“You’re not going to call the clean up crew now, are you?” I asked, shocked.

Charlie was already shaking her head. “No, I’m making a post on the Fortress’s Facebook page,” she explained, holding up the phone to let me see. “Plus the Instagram, and all the other social media channels. I just want the regulars to know that we’re going to be closed for a bit.” She thought it over for a second, composing her message. “Obviously I’ll waive any late fees until the Fortress is open again…”

I told Charlie that sounded like a good idea. “I’ll be back in a bit,” I said, pausing at the door. “Don’t you two think about sneaking into the Cornucopia and getting any drunker, alright?”

Fliss laughed like she’d never let the blonde get away with such a thing. “Don’t worry, babe—we’re good girls,” she said, sounding like anything but. “Go get ready for bed.”

I did. The shower chambers were massive, with even less privacy than the bedrooms. There were individual stalls for scrubbing down, but they only stretched from the floor to around the height of my chest. Anyone in here taking a shower would be totally visible to everyone else.

I found it a little hard to believe. Did the people who lived and worked in this Stronghold really behave in such a manner? I could imagine a community of small groups, of harems knitted together into a larger organization under the banner of the Powermancer. But this kind of arrangement was beyond me.

I decided not to think about it for right now. Instead, I kicked on the water and turned it up full blast, almost as hot as it would go. The pressure was incredible, almost like a fire hose, and each stall had a suite of small devices like the ones at the Cornucopia that dispensed a variety of useful fluids. I tested them all, getting shampoo, conditioner, body wash and some kind of fragrant beard oil that smelled amazing.

The final one dispensed lubricant. I ignored that one and tried not to think of the implications of what it had probably been used for.

I took my time, knowing that Fliss and Charlie both had business to attend to before we all passed out. Taking a shower like this by myself felt like something of a luxury when they were both working, but as the Powermancer, I supposed I was entitled.

I’m the next best thing to the Archon himself now, I told myself, running a second lather of shampoo through my hair. I’d better get used to thinking of myself that way. If this place really does end up being a dormitory for humanity’s heroes, I’m going to be in charge of the whole thing…

In charge. The thought still baffled me. I’d never wanted to be in charge of anything other than a happy household. Even lording it over Fliss and Charlie at the same time was unnatural for me, though I was beginning to get used to having two girlfriends.

As soon as I cut off the shower head, a little device at the side of the washroom gave a friendly ding. Still naked, I made my way over, dripping, and was only mildly surprised when the device dispensed an oversized, fluffy towel.

As I dried myself off, a second alcove in the wall lit up. There was a door there, and when I opened it, I found a sleeping robe waiting for me.

I stared at it. Black silk lined the waist and the collar, and a lush cinch held the thing loosely closed in the front. The thing felt almost too luxurious against my skin, like I was some kind of billionaire businessman at an expensive, private retreat.

“You girls aren’t going to believe this,” I said as I walked back down the hallway. “The amenities in this place are out of this world—”

I reached the entrance to the bedchamber and froze, my jaw dropping.

Fliss and Charlie had been busy while I was gone. The three beds in the chamber had been pushed together into a single, bigger than king-sized bed, with the sheets and comforters replaced to match. Candles burned in alcoves on the walls, bathing the place in a warm, romantic glow.

Evidently, Fliss had found the clothing dispenser as well. Her robe was a hell of a lot shorter than mine, more like a cross between a tunic and a fancy piece of lingerie. She lay atop the bed with her long legs folded beneath her, her hair freshly brushed and plaited into a braid that looked like the Valkyrie’s.

Charlie had done her one better. She’d transformed.

Instead of a human woman, the dark elf Noir Knight lay on her stomach at the foot of my bed. Charlie’s clothes lay in a messy pile on the floor, discarded and leaving her naked before me. Her back was gently arched, her tits flattened against the comforter, and her ghostly white hair trailed down her back in gorgeous ringlets, almost all the way down to her ass.

“Hey, babe,” Fliss chuckled, seeing the way my eyes widened like saucers. “Did you have a good shower?”

It wasn’t very often in my life that I found myself speechless. I did, now.

“Oh my gawd,” the dark elf giggled. I wondered if Charlie really had snuck over to the Cornucopia for more of that mead. “You look so fuckin’ handsome, Jax! Like a fucking King…!”

Before I could gather my thoughts, the dark elf slid from the bed. She made her way across the carpet on her hands and knees, coming to me like a worshiper approaching her God. Her ass swayed back and forth seductively, the muscles of her back tensing and releasing as she thrust her tits forward in an offering to me.

When she reached me, she undid the sash and opened my robe. I was naked underneath, and very hard.

“Fuck yes,” Charlie groaned, licking her pouty gray lips. “I love you so fucking much, baby. Let me show you…”


Chapter Five

The dark elf buried her face between my thighs. Hot, wet moisture enveloped my cock as she swallowed me all the way to the base, making her lips a tight seal around my throbbing manhood as she started to blow me.

I rocked back on my heels and brushed hair out of Charlie’s face. She peered up at me, never breaking eye contact as she sucked on my cock. Her naughty tongue swirled around the crown as she bobbed on it, going back and forth without using her hands.

I groaned, putting my hand on the back of the dark elf’s head.

Fliss scooted to the foot of the bed, crossing one leg over the other as she watched. “She’s a little drunk,” she giggled, watching Charlie work her lips up and down my shaft. “Fuck, she can really suck a cock, can’t she?”

I grunted and nodded, my toes curling as Charlie worked me over with her sweet little mouth. The blowjob she was giving me felt fucking amazing, especially after the stressful fucking day I’d had. I wanted nothing more than to relax and let this beautiful dark elf suck every last drop of cum out of my balls.

But Fliss had other plans.

“Don’t hog him,” the brunette purred, rising from the bed. “Here, let me help…”

Like a man in a trance, I watched as Fliss made her way across the room. When she reached me she knelt beside the dark elf, pulling my cock from between Charlie’s pouty lips. The two of them kissed — and then Fliss swallowed me, eagerly slurping my rod.

Oh fuck. Fuck. Double blowjob time.

Fliss made no move to transform as she sucked me off. That confused me for a bit, but I realized she probably didn’t want the added size and musculature that came with transforming into the Valkyrie. It was easy for Charlie and Fliss to kneel side by side and worship me with their mouths when one was a human and the other was a dark elf. But as a seven-foot tall Viking battle Goddess, Fliss would never have been able to do this.

Charlie buried her face in my balls as Fliss worked the head of my shaft. The feeling of two mouths on me at the same time was amazing, short circuiting my brain as pleasure infiltrated me. Before long, my legs were shaking and I was unconsciously thrusting my hips forward, filling Fliss’s mouth with long, slow strokes.

She didn’t mind. She took me deep, then pulled back and stroked me with her hands a little bit. Charlie’s long, elvish tongue massaged my balls while she did it, her lips sucking on my family jewels and adding even more pleasure to the whole experience.

At this rate, it wasn’t going to take long for me to cum.

Both women felt it. Charlie chuckled against my balls, while Fliss pulled back and gripped the base of my cock, jerking me hard. “Are you going to cum, baby?” the brunette asked.

I nodded, grunting with bliss. Fuck, there was no point in denying it.

Charlie took her mouth off of my balls. “I want it,” the dark elf said, sounding almost too dominant. If she wasn’t on her knees and begging, I wouldn’t have condoned it. “I want to eat your cum, Master! Please let me suck all that sweet, hot cum right out of your balls…!”

Fuck. Both of these girls knew the power of the M-word. It didn’t just get me hot and bothered; it sent me into a fucking caveman frenzy. It touched something inside of me I didn’t even realize I had, hitting the kind of kinks that turned men into baby daddies.

I grabbed a fistful of Charlie’s hair and slammed the dark elf’s mouth onto my prick. My hips shot forward faster and faster as I fucked her face, burying my meat all the way to the back of her throat.

If Charlie was still in human form, she never would have been able to take it. But as the dark elf, she liked her sex rough. Her eyes rolled back in her head as her thighs squeezed together, juice staining her thighs as her pussy boiled over. She gagged and moaned around my length, whimpering submissively as I used her to get off.

“Oh! So forceful!” Fliss cupped Charlie’s bare pussy and slipped two fingers inside. “She’s going to cum, Master. Fill her mouth with your load while she cums for you!”

It was all I needed to hear. I buried my cock hilt-deep down Charlie’s throat and let go, hitting the point of no return and going right past it. Fireworks exploded behind my eyes as the world was ripped away, and I was cumming.

Fuck, it felt so good!

I pulled back slowly as I shot, so that the thick jets of cream coming from my crown filled Charlie’s mouth instead of going straight down her throat. She swallowed greedily, her skin flushing and her body trembling as Fliss’s expert fingers sent her over the edge. Orgasm didn’t slow Charlie down—if anything, cumming just made her suck me even harder.

I kept right on shooting, pumping out more spunk than I’d ever thought possible. Charlie swallowed, then swallowed again, eagerly drinking down my seed. Finally she pulled off of me, grinning like a fool, and I sprayed a jet of seed directly into her face.

More spurts shot from my cock, but I was already past the peak of my bliss. A few more thick ropes of cum shot from me, the pressure ebbing as I deposited the rest of my load all over Charlie’s gorgeous tits. She squeezed them together for me, her tongue lolling from the side of her mouth as she let me glaze her knockers.

“Nnnnngh!” she groaned, still riding Fliss’s fingers. “Fuck, you know just how to treat me, Master! Mmmh yeah, give it all to me, baby! Make me look like a whore!”

“You are a whore,” Fliss whispered, removing her fingers from Charlie’s pussy and sliding them between the dark elf’s lips. “Fuck, you look so pretty tasting your own cunt! Give me some of that cum, elf slut—I want to taste the nectar of Jax’s balls…!”

As I came down from my peak, a sight beyond my wildest fantasies greeted me. Charlie continued sucking her own juices from Fliss’s fingers, groaning like a porn star, while the brunette licked and slurped at the dark elf’s heavy tits. Thick ropes of cream dribbled from both Fliss and Charlie’s lips, and soon the two of them were making out with my load between them.

I hadn’t stopped being hard, even after busting a nut in Charlie’s mouth, but I had withered a touch. The sight of them making out like shameless little harem girls brought me back to full mast in an instant.

Charlie’s lips left Fliss’s fingers with a wet little pop. “I want to taste your pussy,” she admitted, blushing with mingled shame and arousal. “I want to get you off the way you got me off, Fliss. Fuck, I want to worship that pussy…”

I was already wrapping my fingers around Charlie’s long, pale hair. “Fliss, get on the end of the bed and spread your legs,” I commanded, grinning with dominant glee. “Charlie, once she gets good and settled you’re going to crawl over to her and start tasting her. I want you to stick that big ass in the air for me while you do it, understood?”

Say this for Charlie—she understood the assignment. “Yes, Master!” the elf girl cried, looking like she’d just come downstairs on Christmas morning to find a room full of presents. “Fuck, Fliss—spread those thighs for me, girl. Let me use this long tongue on that tight, wet pussy…”

Fliss was not long in complying. She crawled on top of the mattress and leaned back on her elbows, spreading her legs wide. She took the hem of her tunic and rode it slowly up her hips, revealing that she was wearing nothing underneath of it. Her pussy was neatly trimmed, with a tiny strip of pubic hair over the clit like the line on an exclamation point. She looked fucking delicious, and Charlie groaned at the sight of her.

I could tell the dark elf wanted to race across the room and bury her face in my girlfriend’s pussy, but I held her back, tugging her hair until tears formed in the corners of her eyes.

My cock throbbed at the sight. Charlie might have been a fearsome opponent on the battlefield, but in the bedroom she loved nothing more than to submit.

Once I was sure they were both in position, I let go of Charlie’s homemade hair leash. The dark elf immediately buried her face in Fliss’s pussy, eating it like a peach. Wet slurping sounds filled the bedchamber as Charlie went to town on my girlfriend, sucking on her clit before sliding her long elvish tongue deep into her channel.

The sight was so hot I nearly busted all over my thigh. Charlie’s ass called to me—she wiggled it back and forth as she went down on Fliss, letting me know she hadn’t forgotten how badly I needed to fuck. My Noir Knight was enough of a woman to divide her attention between two lovers—and her tight, needy pussy was still dripping from what Fliss had done to it with her fingers.

I grabbed Charlie’s ass with both hands. The motion lifted her face from between Fliss’s thighs, and she looked up at my girlfriend and laughed. “Damn, Jax can’t wait to get inside me—!”

Her words dissolved into a cry of pleasure as I rammed myself home.

My cock thrust deep into the dark elf’s channel, spreading her walls around my thick rod as I bottomed out inside of her. Charlie was so hot and wet that I couldn’t tell where her pussy ended and my dick began—it was all a fucking fireworks show of bliss going on beneath my waist. She threw herself back on me as hard as I could fuck her, impaling her gorgeous elf pussy on my dick as she enthusiastically ate Fliss out.

Fliss moaned and arched her back, lifting her pelvis as Charlie pleasured her. She rode the dark elf’s face, squeezing her breasts together in her tunic and pinching her nipples as she watched me fuck my childhood friend. Her eyes misted over with lust as she watched my dick piston Charlie’s pussy from behind, coming back covered in more of her sweet elvish honey every time.

Finally it was too much for the brunette to take. “Oh my gawd,” she groaned, the words coming out sharp and hard as she dug her heel into Charlie’s back. “Fuck, I’m gonna cum! Oh fuck, Charlie, I’m gonna cum all over your fucking face…!”

Fliss made good on her word. A moment later, her thighs clamped together around the sides of Charlie’s head as she came, juices spilling from her pussy in a flood. She screamed and shuddered as her orgasm hit, grinding her womanly folds against the dark elf’s face as her clit throbbed and pulsed. Her cries of passion were loud enough to shake the walls of the bedchamber, and they made me fuck Charlie’s elf pussy even harder.

I waited until Fliss started coming down from her peak. Charlie was still lapping at the human woman’s creamy pussy, slowly teasing her folds with loving little licks. It was time for her to focus on me.

I yanked Charlie’s face away from Fliss’s pussy by her hair.

The dark elf squealed in pain, but I knew she loved it. Her pussy clenched around me, one eye rolling back in her head as she turned enough to watch me fuck her over her shoulder. I could smell how turned on she was, her pussy wet and feral as my dick made thick, wet noises with each hard thrust. My balls slapped against the back of her thighs as I took her, claimed her, dominated her.

“Yeah, Master, fuck that pussy!” Charlie cried. Her tits swung back and forth as I fucked her hard, giving Fliss one hell of a show. “Oh fuck, I’m your property! You fucking branded me, which means you own me! You own my pussy, Jax! Fuck, it’s all yours!”

I spanked her, hard, then fucked her even harder. It felt so good to just use her as hard as I could, to pound her with as much force as I possibly could. If she was still human I’d be breaking her in half, pushing her over her limits, but dark elf Charlie could take it.

She fucking loved it.

The familiar tingle worked from my balls up the base of my shaft as I pounded her like a piston. I was about to cum, and it was going to be a fucking eruption.

I didn’t bother with a warning. Charlie could feel my cock swelling and jerking inside of her; she knew I was about to unload. She’d really given me no choice but to shoot my cum as hard and deep as I could inside her sweet dark elf pussy.

I gripped her hips and tugged her to me as my cock swelled, getting bigger and harder until I thought it might burst. Then, with a low, savage groan, I hit the peak and filled her with my seed.

Charlie was ready for it. As soon as she felt that first jet of spunk hit the walls of her pussy she threw herself backwards, impaling her pussy on my dick as hard as she could. More thick ropes of sticky seed sprayed into her womb, the tip of my crown buried so deep inside of her I was a little surprised it didn’t start coming out of her mouth.

The dark elf groaned and quivered, her inner walls milking me as her own orgasm hit. The muscles of her cunt clenched down like a fist, jerking me off as I deposited every last drop of thick cream I had inside of her. When I was done I held my cock against the entrance to her womb, still rock hard, until not a single drop of my spunk dripped out of her slit.

“Oh fuck, there’s so much,” Charlie groaned. She looked down between her legs, expecting to see a mess, only for her thighs to be dry and my cock still buried hilt-deep inside of her. “And you are absolutely keeping all of it inside me!”

“Where it belongs,” I growled, giving her another spank on her ass. The walls of her cunt quivered around me, sending an aftershock of bliss shooting through her body.

“Yes, sir,” Charlie gasped thickly. “Every last drop belongs right in your property’s pussy. Your property should take your load however you choose to give it…”

Fliss had moved to the edge of the bed, watching us with wide eyes. “That is the hottest shit I’ve ever heard,” she laughed. “Where did you learn to talk so dirty, Charlie?”

The dark elf shook her head. White hair fell around her face, though it was already beginning to lighten back to blonde. “I don’t know,” she admitted, giggling. “I think Jax just… just brought it out of me. I’ve always been a little kinky, but this is a lot even for me…”

It was for me, too. I fucking loved it, though.

After we were done, I got both girls into bed with me. The sheets were silk, and they felt sinfully comfortable around my naked body. Charlie snuggled me from one side, back in human form, while Fliss lay languidly against me on the opposite side of the mattress. Both girls were very satisfied—and very tired.

“You think Mia’s on the up and up?” Fliss asked, before punctuating her statement with a yawn. “Do you think she’s going to betray us, I mean?”

“Who cares?” Charlie held onto me, her eyes already half-closed. “If she does, I’ll just put the Bitch’s Blade through the traitor’s eye. Jax won’t let anything bad happen to us.”

“Damn straight,” I agreed.

Both girls giggled. Within minutes, they were out like lights, the warmth of their bodies covering me. Sleep tugged at my eyelids, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before I joined them.

But first, I stared up at the ceiling.

The Stronghold was mine now. My home, whether my women wanted to fully admit that to themselves or not. Whatever happened from now on, this place would belong to me. Even if we did end up living somewhere else, the Stronghold would be waiting.

Once I got the other two keys, it might even feel like a real home.

As I drifted off, I realized I was already thinking about the other two control keys like a done deal. Like I was going to find them, and use them, and activate whatever powers the Stronghold had for me that I could use to smite my enemies.

I’m going to have to have a talk with Fliss and Charlie, I thought, drifting. They’re going to need to get used to this place…

My eyes closed, and I fell peacefully asleep in the arms of my harem.


Chapter Six

The next morning, I woke up in bed alone.

For a few moments, staring up at the unfamiliar ceiling, I struggled to remember where I was and what I’d been doing the night before. My body hurt in a way that wasn’t terribly pleasant, and my loins ached in a way that decidedly was pleasant—which meant I’d gotten into a fight, but I’d also gotten lucky. What did Fliss and I get up to—?

Everything came rushing back. I was staring at the ceiling of the Stronghold, somewhere in the middle of Antarctica. I was a long, long way from home.

I’d also never been happier.

A note lay next to the bed: Jax. Meet in the dining hall after your shower. <3 F&C.

I rose from bed and took another shower, doing it more efficiently this time now that I knew what to expect. The dispenser gave me another fluffy towel afterwards, identical to the first, but the outfit waiting in the little closet wasn’t the silken robe I’d put on the previous night.

It was something very different.

For a moment, I thought someone had made a mistake. The garment hanging in the closet looked so much like the tunic Fliss wore to bed the previous night that I figured it had been generated for her, and she’d either kept the one from yesterday, put on her ordinary street clothes or was walking around naked. But it was of a much more conservative cut, and styled for a man.

I took it off the clothes hook and examined it. It looked like a cross between something a Greek demigod would wear and a superhero’s uniform. Underneath of the tunic was a short pair of pants, like boxer shorts, with a little flap in the front. At the bottom of the closet were a pair of Greco-Roman sandals.

That was it.

With a shrug, I decided to try the clothes on. It didn’t surprise me that they fit like they’d been tailored to my body—but it did surprise me how good I looked when I checked myself out in the mirror. They fit me to a tee and made me look the way I’d felt since I activated the Archon System: more than human.

Or like I’d been less than truly human before this, and had only now awakened to my full potential. That felt a little bit more like the truth, if I was being honest with myself.

The smell of breakfast hit my nostrils as I made my way down the hall. It smelled delicious, but also a little odd—very meaty, without a lot of the scents I normally associated with food cooking in a diner or across a kitchen table. As I turned the corner and entered the dining hall, I saw that Fliss and Charlie had organized a bunch of different plates, turning the long table into a kind of smorgasbord that showed off everything the Cornucopia could do.

Both women looked up as I entered. The love and devotion I saw in their eyes made my heart fill to bursting. I knew right then, at that very moment, that I’d do whatever it took to make sure they looked at me that way for the rest of their natural lives.

“Baby!” Charlie said, holding out her arms for a hug. “Did you sleep well?”

I gave her more than a hug—I kissed her deep, then gave her ass a naughty little squeeze. After I was done with that, I turned to Fliss and did the same to her. “Like the dead,” I said, taking a seat across from them at the table. “Fuck, I’m famished. What’s there to eat?”

Charlie gestured at the plates. “Your guess is as good as ours,” she said, cocking an eyebrow. “We made a little of everything the Cornucopia had programmed under breakfast. Some of it is familiar, and some of it is… well, not.”

I picked up a piece of what looked like bacon and bit into it. An amazing taste flooded my mouth—but it wasn’t pork.

“The hell?” I gnawed on the piece, watching the pair of women watching me. “What is this, some kind of ox?”

“Maybe a wooly mammoth,” Fliss said, laughing. “We were joking about it, but these machines were made in ancient times. You never know…”

You really didn’t. For all I knew, this could be sabretooth tiger bacon.

I shrugged off the weirdness as I tucked into the meal. Everything tasted amazing, from the bacon to the eggs (which were ordinary, to my relief). There were even some flat, tortilla-like cakes with a strangely sweet aftertaste to them, like some primitive precursor to pancakes. The girls had made plenty, so I helped myself to a second helping. Fliss and Charlie took turns refilling my coffee as I ate.

Conversation slowed as I polished off my breakfast. I got the distinct impression that both women had already eaten before me, and they were just waiting for me to slow down so they could start discussing our next steps. After I was finished with another set of eggs and some tiger bacon (I was already thinking of it as such, whether it came from a saber toothed tiger or not), I held out my cup for a refill and sat back at the table, relaxing.

“Good shit,” I said, looking at both women and grinning. “I could get used to living like this. I really could.”

Fliss nodded, but Charlie was looking worried. “That’s what I’m afraid of,” the blonde said.

Fliss gave her a chiding look. “We promised we’d talk to Jax about this,” she said, her lips compressing to a little line. “We’re not going to push him one way or the other. We’ll let him make up his mind.”

“Make up my mind about what?” I asked. My tone was mild, as only the tone of a man with a full belly and empty balls from the previous night’s wild fucking can be.

The pair shared another look. “About where we’re going to live,” Charlie said. “Look, don’t get me wrong, this place is cool. Really cool. The food is great, and the beds are comfy…”

“Plus the company’s not too bad,” Fliss added, grinning.

Charlie gave her a grin back at that. “True. But we can’t really live here. Jax, I already have a home. And the Fortress of Solitude needs me.”

I nodded. “I know. I’m actually thinking we'll go back today.”

Neither woman was prepared for that. “You are?”

“Not permanently,” I said, holding up a finger for correction. “But we should hop out and check if things are alright over at the Fortress. Take the temperature of the city, stuff like that. Plus, we need to test this new ability we learned. I don’t want the first time I make a portal back here to be in the middle of a fucking emergency.”

Both of them could see that my idea made sense. “Alright,” Charlie said, thinking it over. “We can ease into it. And honestly… I wouldn’t mind spending a couple nights in that dorm every now and then.”

“The bed,” Fliss chuckled, “and the showers. Did either of you check out the last dispenser in the stalls?”

Both of us had. Charlie licked her lips when she mentioned it.

“There was definitely a lot of dirty fun happening in the Stronghold back when it was hopping,” Fliss said, sipping her coffee. “I wouldn’t mind trying out that lube with you, Jax. Maybe see if it can let you slip in through the back door…”

My jaw dropped open. Was Fliss suggesting what I thought she was suggesting?

Before I could ask, Charlie shot out of her seat. “Oh shit!”

Both of us were on her in an instant. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

Charlie pulled her phone out of her uniform. “I forgot,” she muttered, inputting her code on the lock screen. “My phone kept vibrating last night—it was waking me up. I think someone kept responding to the message I left about the Fortress on Facebook…”

Fliss gawked at her. “Seriously? And you didn’t check?”

“I was tired,” the blonde said with a lewd grin. “Some nice man fucked my brains out and left me so that I can’t hardly walk straight this morning…”

Charlie trailed off. Her eyes widened as she opened whatever messages she’d received about the sudden closure of the Fortress of Solitude. I only hoped people weren’t being mean to her—anonymity gave too many assholes a license to be cruel. People would say things to you online that they’d never dare say to your face.

Suddenly Charlie was out of her chair. She tapped a few keys on the phone and held the unit to her ear, her lips a tight little line. Was she making a call?

“Everything okay?” I asked.

Charlie nodded, then held up a hand. The call had just connected.

“Hey, yeah, I got your message,” Charlie said, plastering a smile on her face. “I’m actually here with Jax and Fliss right now. Yeah, the people from the other night. Is it okay if I put you on speaker phone?”

Fliss and I shared a confused look. Who the hell was she talking to?

“Okay, awesome! One sec.” Charlie dropped the phone, switching over the speaker as she turned her attention to me. “She tried to call me, like, eight times.”

“Who did?” I asked.

“Stephanie,” Charlie said with an impish grin. “My employee.”

Oh. Oh. I had only the vaguest memory of Stephanie—she’d been the girl manning the register right before the corrupted entity attacked the Fortress of Solitude. I had a vague impression of a youthful face, goth girl makeup, and a t-shirt that showed off a lot of cleavage. Mostly I just remembered her booking it as soon as things got hairy in the store—which was probably the right move.

“Steph?” Charlie was holding the phone horizontally. “You’re on speaker now, Steph. Go right ahead.”

“You have to help me!”

I blinked. That was indeed the voice of the young woman who worked as a cashier at the Fortress of Solitude. And she sounded fucking terrified.

“Stephanie?” I cleared my throat. “This is Jaxon Bryant. I’m friends with Charlie—you saw me the other night. I was the one who stepped in to stop that guy from attacking Charlie.”

It hadn’t been a guy who attacked Stephanie. It had been a vessel; a human being who’d been colonized by demons. But there was no reason why a civilian needed to know that.

“Jax?” The girl—and it was a girl, from the sound of her voice—sounded like she’d never heard something so absurd. “What the hell happened to you people? The store got all smashed up, and then you closed down out of nowhere, and now all these weird things keep happening to me…!”

“Slow down,” I said, trying to radiate calm through my voice. “Some, uh… some people tried to vandalize the Fortress. They succeeded a little bit, but we stopped them before they could do any serious damage.” That was mostly the truth, as long as you accepted that ‘people’ really meant ‘demons’. “We’re all okay. Charlie is just fine—”

“I’m not okay!” Stephanie sounded even more terrified than before. “Ever since I ran away from the Fortress, I’ve been seeing the craziest shit!”

Crazy shit? A chill went down my spine. Demons, I thought. Trying to force their way in.

“What kind of shit?” I asked.

“Like… like shadows,” Stephanie said, like she knew she wouldn’t be believed. “Sometimes I see something out of the corner of my eye, and it’s coming for me, and when I turn it’s gone but I swear it was right there…!”

“I believe you,” I said. “Stephanie, I believe you.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “You do?”

It took everything I had not to laugh. The relief in Stephanie’s voice was so strong as to be almost comedic.

“I do. I think some of the people who tried to smash the Fortress up might be trying to mess with you. Since they can’t get at us.”

“Mess with me? Where are you? Where the fuck is Charlie?”

The poor girl sounded like she was on the verge of tears. I made a snap decision, knowing that both Fliss and Charlie would recognize that it was the right one.

“We’re nearby,” I lied. “We can come to you. In fact, we want to come with you, so we can check out what’s been happening.”

This sounded almost too good to be true for Stephanie. “You… you will?” she asked. “You’ll save me from this shit?”

“Absolutely,” I said, just as Charlie said the same thing. She gestured for the phone, and I gave it to you.

“Steph, it’s Charlie,” Charlie said. “You know that diner near your trailer park? The one with the killer waffles?”

“Uh huh,” Stephanie said. She really did sound young—either that, or the fear was making her girlish.

“I want you to meet us there,” Charlie said, doing some mental math. “In… let’s say an hour? Grab a booth near the door, and we’ll hop in and join you.”

Charlie flipped off the speaker phone, so I didn’t hear whatever plans she and Stephanie made after that. But I could still hear the echoes of the cashier’s voice whenever she responded to Charlie, and I knew how fucking frightened she was. She sounded like Charlie’s reassurances were cutting through that fear a little bit, but just a little.

Poor thing, I thought. It’s not fucking fair.

I could see the plan like I’d helped set it up. The creatures who’d tried to kill us and destroy the Fortress of Solitude couldn’t locate us after we’d jumped through that portal and reached the Stronghold, so they were going after anyone who was close to us. Zeroing in on Charlie’s employee let them harass my girlfriend even when they couldn’t get direct access to her —since, unlike most bosses, Charlie actually cared about the people who worked for her.

“And listen,” Charlie was saying. “Don’t even worry about your paycheck, okay? I’ve got you taken care of. I’ve got a little bit of money socked away, and I’ll make sure that you get your wages until the Fortress of Solitude is up and running again. Alright?”

As she spoke, the blonde looked over at me and shot me a thumb’s up. I nodded; I didn’t much care what happened to the money I had in savings. If it went towards rebuilding the Fortress and helping its employees get paid until it was back up and running, then that was all for the good.

After all, I had all the things a man needed. A place to live— rent free!—machines to make my food, drinks and clothing, and a warm bed to share with a woman who loved me. Two women, actually.

And in the future, there was the possibility of more.

“We’ll be there soon,” Charlie assured Stephanie. “Right, just keep an eye out for us. Okay, honey. You’re going to be okay! Yes, alright, I will.”

A few platitudes later, Charlie hung up the phone. “That poor girl is terrified,” she said, staring at the screen. “She thinks something has been stalking her ever since she went running out of the Fortress of Solitude.”

“I think something has,” I said, frowning. I told Fliss and Charlie my theory about the demons, and how they might come into contact with the people close to us in order to force us out into the open. By the time I was done, both of my girlfriends were very quiet.

“Shit,” Charlie muttered. “I think you’re right.”

“So what do we do?” Fliss asked. “It might be a trap.”

I wasn’t so sure about that. If my theory was right, the demons weren’t lying in wait preparing to strike at anyone who got close to Stephanie. They were going after Stephanie herself. Boring like a drill through her psyche, trying to take her over the way demons did to possessed people in Hollywood movies. If they were allowed to have their way, they’d use her like a puppet. What would happen to her would make the corrupted entities look like child’s play by comparison.

“I don’t give a shit if it is a trap,” I said. “We’re going to help her. We don’t back down.”

My women nodded.

As simple as that.


Chapter Seven

My truck was still in the parking lot of the Fortress of Solitude when we stepped through the portal. That was about the only silver lining.

The front windows of the store had all been smashed to pieces. Shards of glass littered the asphalt, and the sliding doors where someone would normally enter the building had been twisted in on themselves, like a giant had taken hold of both sides of the frame and tried to turn it ninety degrees. The place was going to need a serious makeover. We’d be lucky if the Fortress was only closed for a week or so.

“This is a fucking disaster,” Charlie said when she saw it. She put on a brave face, but I knew my childhood best friend well enough to be able to recognize when she was fighting back tears. “Even if we get this place up and running, it’ll never be the same…”

I held her close. “It won’t be the same,” I insisted. “It’ll be better. You wait and see.”

Once Charlie got herself back under control, we placed a call to the clean-up crew. They’d be there within the hour, which was good. No one had tried to break into the store yet, but with the windows broken and the locks shattered, there was nothing protecting all of Charlie’s nerd merchandise. Not to mention the Fortress’s stash of DVDs and Blu-Rays.

We piled into the truck and drove across town. No one spoke much as we passed strip malls and office complexes; the only real sound was Charlie’s occasional directions for me: turn here, take the exit over there. I let myself relax as much as I was able, while keeping my head on a swivel.

After the fight against Lilim and the discovery of the Stronghold, being out in the open felt like poking my head above the ground after living in a bunker. It was freeing—but also dangerous. I now knew that demons and angels were real, that they interfered in the lives of mortals, and that they were part of an endless battle between good and evil with all of existence hanging in the balance. The knowledge that an attack could come at any time nagged at the back of my head, like a bill I kept remembering I’d forgotten to pay.

It didn’t help that the landscape grew less picturesque as we drove. The strip malls gave way to corner convenience stores, with asphalt in all directions. Stephanie apparently lived in one of the less nice sections of town—from the little bit I’d heard of her talking to Charlie earlier, I gathered she was situated in a trailer park near the border of the city. Either way, it definitely wasn’t the part of Cedar Rapids where I’d have chosen to live.

We crossed a set of railroad tracks, the truck giving two bumps in sequence as we made our way over the ties. Shortly past them, Charlie gestured at a side road that cut between two larger thoroughfares. “It’s right over there,” she said.

A light rain fell from the leaden sky. A football field or so away from the railroad tracks lay a diner with a corrugated roof, all shiny and silver like something from the 1970’s. A handful of trucks were parked in a vacant lot next door, along with a couple of old sedans that looked like they were on or near their last legs. If Stephanie had a car, I couldn’t see it.

“This is the place?” I asked, glancing around. Other than a billboard advertising health services by the side of the road, this section of town was practically deserted. An old apartment complex stretched against the sky maybe half a block away, while the other end of the tracks gave way to a dense thicket of trees. The wrong side of the tracks, I thought, the old cliche filling my head. God, this is some lonesome country.

Charlie nodded.

We pulled into a spot in the back of the lot and went inside. The air smelled like grease and fried food, and the temperature was a degree or two beneath what I would have considered comfortable. Like most diners, you could either sit at the bar facing the grill or in a set of booths running along the opposite side of the dining area. Two guys in trucker hats with headsets sat by the bar, while maybe a third of the booths were currently occupied. The one by the door—the one Charlie had suggested Stephanie sit in—was empty.

A tired-looking waitress with her hair in a tight bun approached us. “Good morning, hun,” she said, speaking to all of us and none of us in particular. “Y’all want to sit at the bar or you want a booth?”

“Booth, please,” Charlie said. “Actually, we’re supposed to be meeting somebody. She might already be here…”

At Charlie’s words, a hand shot up from across the room. Charlie gave a little start, then gestured at it.

“Oh,” the waitress said, barely stifling a yawn. “Yeah, she said she had company. Well, it’s right down here.”

The waitress led us through the diner, past the bar and to the booths. Heads glanced up as we passed, but no one paid us much mind. An elderly couple nursed a cup of coffee in one booth, while another held a single young man who was smoking a cigarette and doing something with his laptop. I tried to glance at it over my shoulder, but he had one of those sheer privacy protectors over the screen.

I don’t think you’re supposed to be smoking in a place like this, I thought, an odd feeling filling my stomach. That said, I wasn’t about to complain. I got the impression this was the kind of place where you took what you got and kept your mouth shut.

Stephanie was sitting in the booth at the far end. Up close, I remembered her better than I thought I had: she was a cute young thing, with pale skin and dark circles of makeup around her eyes. Her hair was midnight black, dyed and a little spiky. She was wearing an old Smiths t-shirt letting anyone who wanted to know that the Queen was dead, along with a pair of matching black jeans and combat boots.

She was even more terrified in person than she’d been over the phone.

“It is you!” Stephanie said, nearly rising from her seat as Charlie settled into the booth beside her. That left me and Fliss to take up the other side of the table. I scooted all the way in, giving Fliss the aisle seat. “Oh, thank God! I was so worried that that thing got you…”

“I’m alright,” Charlie assured the goth girl. To my surprise, she pulled her employee into a quick hug.

She was even more terrified in person than she’d been over the phone.

“It is you!” Stephanie said, nearly rising from her seat as Charlie settled into the booth beside her. That left me and Fliss to take up the other side of the table. I scooted all the way in, giving Fliss the aisle seat. “Oh, thank God! I was so worried that that thing got you…”

“I’m alright,” Charlie assured the goth girl. To my surprise, she pulled her employee into a quick hug. “How are you doing, honey?”

Lines of worry crinkled around the goth girl’s eyes. Holy shit, I thought, looking across the table at her as I took my seat. She’s just a girl. If she wasn’t working at the Fortress of Solitude, I felt certain she’d be in college right now—and probably in her freshman year, if I had to guess.

“Not good,” Stephanie admitted. “What… what the hell was that thing that attacked you at the Fortress? It was so fucking freaky—”

“Coffee?”

All of us turned. The waitress was standing next to our table, with a pot of coffee in her hand. It smelled vaguely burnt, but none of us had the heart to turn her down.

We all kept our mouths shut until the waitress moved over to another booth. When Stephanie spoke again, she was leaning forward and whispering. “It was fucking weird,” she said, looking like that was all she needed to say. “Like something out of a horror movie.”

I was forced to agree with her there. “How much of that fight did you see?”

A shudder passed through the goth girl’s body. “I saw enough,” she whispered, glancing to the side to make sure none of the other patrons were listening in. “That guy with the Star Wars shirt, he was full of worms. Like that fucking thing from the Nightmare Before Christmas—Oogie Boogie.” She subconsciously ran her hands over her shoulders, her fingers trailing through her hair. “I spent days checking my body for bugs after I saw that thing. I swear sometimes I can feel them crawling on me…”

“You sound pretty traumatized,” I said.

I’d already decided that was the most likely cause of Stephanie’s distress. The more I thought about it, the less I remembered the girl actually interacting with the corrupted entity that tried to attack us. The idea that the demons would seize upon a random girl who fled the Fortress before the real fight began was starting to look more and more ludicrous all the time.

Stephanie snorted. “No shit,” she said. “Wouldn’t you be?”

I thought about it. Honestly, I wasn’t sure. It had only been a week or two since I’d activated the Archon system, and already the life I’d lived before my date with Fliss and everything that came after was beginning to feel like something that had happened to someone else. I found it difficult to think like an ordinary person—like a civilian. Like someone who believed that demons and angels either didn’t exist or only waited for us after death, and that the Bellum Aeternum was nothing more than a paranoid conspiracy theory.

“Of course we would,” Charlie assured her employee.

Stephanie slid away from her in the booth. “You’re not, though,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “You seem totally chill about all of this. What the hell aren’t you telling me, boss?”

Charlie tried to keep her expression neutral, but she wasn’t as good at it as I was. “Nothing,” she snapped, suddenly unable to meet her cashier’s eyes. “We were just as surprised when that man attacked as you were!”

Technically that was the truth, but it was hiding a whole hell of a lot. I let it be. I had more important matters to attend to.

“You told Charlie over the phone that someone’s been stalking you?” I asked.

Stephanie froze up, then relaxed. “Yeah,” she said, turning to me. “Ever since the Fortress got hit. I told my friends about it… even my parents. No one believes me!”

“I believe you,” I said. Amazingly, it seemed to calm Stephanie down even more. “Tell me about it.”

"It started happening pretty soon after that attack," she said, shuddering. "I'd just be at home, watching a movie or whatever, and I'd feel someone watching me. Like... like there was somebody out the window, peering in. Except when I looked over, of course the window would be empty."

So far, so normal. It matched a horror movie about possession to a tee. "Go on."

Stephanie's expression was grim. "It started getting worse," she whispered. Her hands shook around the mug of coffee, and she didn't seem to have noticed that she was the only one drinking it. The rest of us were plenty caffeinated already. "Mostly at night. I’d have these terrible nightmares, and wake up sure—like certain, down to my bones—that there was something in the room with me. And if I so much as raised my head, and looked around the bedroom, I’d see it.” She swallowed hard. “And when I did, it would get me.”

“What did you do?” Fliss asked. She looked enthralled by Stephanie’s storytelling.

Stephanie snorted. “What do you think? I sure as hell wasn’t about to let that thing know I could see it. I kept my eyes closed and stayed under the covers. Eventually I fell back asleep, though I have no fucking idea how.”

That also sounded more like a nocturnal panic attack than an assault by demons. Still, I kept an open mind. Ordinary people didn’t get this freaked out from a couple of things that went bump in the night—and that were probably nothing more than their imaginations.

“I also think someone’s been trying to get into the trailer,” Stephanie added. Now she sounded a little defensive, like she could tell she was losing me.

“Oh?” Fliss perked up. “What makes you think that?”

“Scratching,” Stephanie said. Suddenly she sat up straighter and looked around the room, staring daggers at the elderly couple a few booths down with their cups of coffee. “Noises like someone’s trying to unlatch the windows. I haven’t found any footprints, but I don’t suppose they leave them behind, do they?”

They, meaning demons. “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I suppose they don’t.”

Stephanie leaned forward even further. With her elbows on either side of the place setting, I couldn’t help but notice the way the pose flattened her breasts against the tabletop—it was the kind of pose that made men switch off their brains and divert all the blood in their veins to a different part of their body. If I didn’t have two gorgeous women at my beck and call, I might have been distracted.

“You’ve fought them before, haven’t you?” the goth girl whispered. Her voice was filled with hope.

I paused. “What makes you think that?”

Stephanie snickered. “This isn’t your first rodeo—I can tell.” She glanced at Charlie next to her, then nodded in Fliss’s general direction before returning her attention to me. “Both of them looked surprised as hell when that guy jumped over the counter and started spitting worms all over the place. I could tell neither of them had ever seen anything like that before. But you had.” She looked at me like I was a superhero in disguise—like Bruce Wayne pretending he wasn’t Batman. “You were ready and able to take that fucker down.”

She’d obviously given me a little more credit than I deserved. I had reacted quicker than either Fliss or Charlie when the corrupted entity attacked. But that wasn’t because I was some kind of superhero. I’d just suspected something was about to go wrong quicker than either of the women. My spidey-sense had been tingling.

Okay. Maybe spidey-sense wasn’t the right metaphor to reach for when I was trying to convince myself I wasn’t a superhero.

“Look, I did what anyone would do,” I said, spreading my hands. Across the room, the elderly couple had risen from their seats and were loitering near the bartop. They looked like they were waiting for their check or maybe for a slice of pie they’d ordered to go. “That guy was crazy. The rest of it we won’t even go into—”

But Stephanie wasn’t going to let me get off that easily. “I saw,” she insisted, giving me an incredibly serious look. “You probably think I didn’t, because I ran out of the Fortress like my ass was on fire. But I know what you did, Jax. You can try to convince me I was imagining it; you can even get Charlie and your girlfriend in on the act. But I know what I saw.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her both women sitting in the booth with her were my girlfriends. Besides, I had a more important question.

“What did you see?” I asked, dropping my voice.

Stephanie blinked. A slow smile spread across her face, and suddenly she looked like a child about to sit on Santa’s lap for the first time.

“Magic,” she said. “I saw magic.”

In the periphery of my vision, I saw the waitress emerge from the kitchen. I tensed up, expecting her to make her way over to us to ask what we wanted to order, but the elderly couple standing at the bar caught her attention. They began arguing in low voices; I turned my attention away, not wanting to be accused of eavesdropping.

“You’re a superhero,” Stephanie said. There was no question that she believed it. “I saw you conjure a big red sword out of thin air! And you had that shield! I saw you use it to stop the worms from reaching Charlie. They sizzled on it like drops of water on a hot grill—pop!”

The big red sword she mentioned wasn’t the Tempest Fang. That ancient weapon hadn’t come into my possession until after the corrupted entity attacked. She’d just seen one of the Aether Shards I could summon with the Archon System—a big enough one that she’d mistaken it for a sword.

With a start, I realized something else. Stephanie had seen me using magic, but she clearly hadn’t seen Fliss transform into the Valkyrie. Otherwise she would have mentioned it. A seven-foot Viking battle goddess wasn’t the kind of thing you forgot easily, even on a day as stressful as her last shift at the Fortress of Solitude.

As I stared into her dark eyes, I had yet another realization. I liked this girl. She was cute when she wasn’t busy being terrified—and Charlie clearly loved her. She treated the girl much more like a younger sister than a mere employee. Maybe I could…?

I blinked. I had one Ability Point remaining in the Archon System. I’d promised Mia to use it to grant her access to humanity’s inherited powers, but surely I’d have another one by the time I needed to make good on that promise? Right?

You really do need to check out what else you can do with those points, I chided myself. One of these days you’re going to have to use one for more than just awakening other people’s powers…

So I thought. But really, wasn’t that the best use of my time? What was an incremental increase in my personal abilities, combined with the power to expand my own personal army of babes? Surely having Charlie by my side as the Noir Knight, or Fliss as the Valkyrie, was worth more than putting a point into a spell or a new ability.

I made a promise to actually see what the options were for my next point before burning it on a new follower. For right now, I had a different idea.

“You’re right,” I said, grinning. “I am something of a superhero. You’ve got to keep that under your hat, though, alright?”

Stephanie nodded like a bobblehead. I think she had some idea of what I was planning—she looked way more excited than she should have been for a simple confirmation that she was right. I leaned in closer, glancing over at the bar and the situation unfolding there as I prepared to make my offer. Only one member of the elderly couple was still standing at the bar; the other had disappeared. The waitress had her back to me, but she was gesticulating wildly—clearly they were really going at it over there.

I didn’t like that. A strange feeling settled in my gut like a stone.

“Listen,” I said, tearing my eyes away from the situation with an effort. “I want to help you. I’ve got a way that you might be able to defend yourself against these things—become a little bit of a ‘superhero’ yourself.”

Stephanie sat bolt upright. Fliss looked shocked, but the slow, sleazy smile that spread across Charlie’s face told me she’d been hoping for this in her heart of hearts. Her hand returned to the goth girl’s, and this time she didn’t pull it away.

“You’re kidding,” Stephanie whispered. “You’re serious? I could be like you?”

“We’ve already done it,” Charlie said, putting her cheek against the side of Stephanie’s head. “I promise it doesn’t hurt, honey. Once it’s done, we can all face down those demons together…”

Stephanie hadn’t said yes, but it was clear she was game. Her eyes shone like I’d just offered to make all of her dreams come true—like I’d rolled into her life with her acceptance letter to Hogwarts, or the magic ring she needed to bring to Mordor. People her age were always waiting for their real life to begin, and here I was, offering the goth girl exactly what she believed she’d always deserved.

“We’ll go back to your place as soon as we pay for the coffee,” I said, glancing up. Both of the old people were gone now—the waitress was making her way over to us, a big smile on her tired face. If that smile was a little wider than usual, I didn’t notice—I was too busy making sure Stephanie and I were on the same page. “Charlie said it’s just nearby?”

The waitress grew ever closer. One hand was held out like she was gesturing at me, while the other was behind her back. Kind of an awkward pose, but maybe she was holding her pad to take our orders?

Something’s wrong, I thought.

A ray of sunlight illuminated the air over the waitress’s head. There was something there, blurry and indistinct, like a sunspot in my vision. When I narrowed my eyes, I thought I could almost make it out…

“Yeah,” Stephanie said. “Colonial Acres is right down there. That’s the trailer park where I live. But Charlie—what did you mean about demons?”

All three of us frowned. My girls at Stephanie, and me at the waitress. It looked for all the world like something was floating just over her head?

“Hmm?” Charlie gave her hand a squeeze. “Those demons you’ve been seeing. The ones that showed up in your room in the middle of the night. We can help you fight them.”

But Stephanie was already shaking her head. “I didn’t see demons,” she chuckled.

The thing over the waitress’s head snapped into focus, like a pair of binoculars that were finally calibrated to the right range.

Floating over the woman’s skull was a golden halo.

“They’re angels,” Stephanie said.

The waitress lifted her other hand, a butcher’s knife clutched in her fingers.


Chapter Eight

“Stephanie, get down!” I roared.

The waitress’s smile spread wider, becoming the rictus of a corpse as she swung the knife. The goth girl heard me in the nick of time, but she didn’t fully heed my warning: she shifted to the side in the booth, pressing herself against Charlie’s side.

The tip of the butcher’s knife nicked her ear. It sank point first into the upholstered booth, spraying bits of stuffing into the air and across the polished diner table. Fliss’s eyes went wide as saucers, while the color drained from Charlie’s face.

Stephanie screamed.

Over the waitress’s shoulder, I could see the elderly couple who’d been arguing with the angel earlier. Both of them lay on the floor, stone dead. Talk about resolving customer complaints, a little part of my brain whispered.

The waitress let out a blood-curdling screech. The halo floating over her head went nuclear, glowing like a miniature sun as she grabbed the hilt of the big butcher’s knife with both hands and removed it from the back of the cushion. She raised it over her head, her eyes bugging as she targeted Stephanie.

A droplet of ruby blood trickled down the girl’s pale cheek. She let out another wail, as if there were police officers in the diner who would hear and intervene. As if there was any outside force that could handle one of Heaven’s trained assassins.

There was only me. Me and my harem.

I had no time to reach for the Archon System. With a shout, I threw myself over the table, launching myself out of the booth. The waitress brought the knife down in a stabbing motion, aiming for the spot where Stephanie’s neck met her shoulder, but I got there first. I grabbed her wrist with one hand and seized it, holding the blade at bay.

The waitress—the angel—slowly turned to me. Her lips peeled back over her teeth, and I knew that what I was looking at wasn’t even remotely human. If this waitress had ever been a real person, she’d been hollowed out by something unfathomable. Now it wore her like a cheap suit.

“Hello, baernan,” it said, using the ancient form of address. “We’ve been searching for you!”

I shoved the waitress away, trying to get the knife away from her. She let out a cry loud enough to crack glass, her head jerking to the side as her halo sputtered like a live wire.

“Go, go, go!” Charlie yelled, shoving Stephanie out of the booth. “Run, girl!”

Stephanie looked dazed, but she didn’t stay that way for long. She bolted, her free hand grabbing her injured ear as she slid across the booth seating and into the diner proper.

Good. Now we had a little more room to maneuver.

The angel hissed and spit, missing Stephanie by inches. I didn’t even want to know what kind of negative effects being spit on by an angel might give somebody. Before the angel could recover further, I reached for the Archon System and channeled my power.

I didn’t have enough space to summon the Tempest Fang. Not with a window seat. But I could still grab the Aether Blades and use them for all they were worth.

A glowing red shard the size of a selfie stick snapped into existence in my hand. I chucked it with all my might at the angel, aiming for her slender neck. Sparks flew from it as it left my fingers, and the red glow momentarily illuminated the diner like a bolt of lightning.

The angel twisted at the last second, but she moved in the wrong direction. The bolt struck her right between the eyes, exploding with a force that shoved her backwards and completely away from our booth. For a moment I even dared to hope I’d landed a lethal blow, but the divine assassin didn’t look mortally wounded—just stunned.

It was the momentary reprieve we needed. “Move!” I shouted, spurring both of my women into action.

Neither Fliss nor Charlie had been able to transform while stuffed into a booth. Both of them slid out of their seats, stepping across the linoleum floor and reaching for the Archon System. Their transformations happened in moments, replacing their human forms with the powered-up bodies I’d grown to know and love.

Fliss grew taller and more muscular, and her casual clothing was replaced with a suit of skintight metallic armor. Her hair lightened to blonde, the strands tying themselves into a thick braid that wound its way down her back. A golden spear emerged on her back, while a short sword hung at her side.

Valkyrie, I thought, relief flooding me. Now we’ve got a fighting chance!

Charlie clenched her fists and roared as she transformed. Like Fliss’s advanced form, her transformation involved showing off a lot of skin—but she was practically naked by the time she shed her human form to become my dark elf Noir Knight. She wore what looked like a string bikini made of leather, with the fur of some exotic tiger wrapped around her shoulders. Her hair was long and white as snow, and her eyes and pouty lips were gray. She had curves for days, and her skin was so purple it looked almost black.

Charlie reached out next to her, channeling her power. A slender rapier snapped into existence in her hand, with a silver tip and a number of vicious-looking hooks built into the pointy end. This was the Bitch’s Blade, her chosen weapon—the one her bloodline prepared for her long before she even knew what the Archon System was. The counterpart to my Tempest Fang.

“Alright, bitch,” the dark elf snarled, giving the diner a lusty smile. “Time to get nasty—”

Charlie’s mouth snapped shut. In her haste to get away, Stephanie had run across the diner, but she’d wound up racing towards danger instead of away from it. The young man I’d seen with his laptop stood next to the goth girl, his fingers digging into her shoulders. Behind the counter, a heavyset cook brandished a frying pan back and forth.

Both of them had crackling, sputtering haloes floating over their heads.

More assassins! I thought. Shit, we’d really been caught with our pants down. I’d seen the one angel coming—sensed something was wrong with our waitress before she attacked—but I hadn’t anticipated that half the fucking diner was secretly wearing haloes.

In order to get out of here in one piece, we were going to have one hell of a fight.

“Jax!” Stephanie tried to twist away from the diners, but they held her fast. “Help!”

I thought fast. My arm shot to the side, arching over the nearest two booths. Fortunately, both were empty.

Be enough space, I growled, pushing my will into the blade. Please…

The air shimmered over my palm, and the weight of the Tempest Fang settled into my grip.

Fuck yes!

I swung the blade, shifting it two a two-handed grip. There wasn’t much room to fight in here. With both Fliss and Charlie along for the ride, I was going to have to keep them in mind with every swing of the weapon.

But now we had a fighting chance.

“Get your hands off of her!” I roared. Veins of glowing red energy pulsed around the blade, forming a cuff that connected it to my arm. “It’s me you want, right? The baernan?”

The foreign-sounding word caught both of the angels’ attention. They turned, growling, and one let go of Stephanie’s shoulder.

The goth girl didn’t hesitate. She checked the other with her free elbow, then dropped to the linoleum floor, scattering crumbs all around her body as she hit the deck.

“Now!” Stephanie cried, excitement and terror mingling in her voice. “Get them!”

I charged.

The Tempest Fang flashed in my hands, whipping back and forth too fast for a weapon so heavy. It felt like little more than a toothpick in my arms, but every stroke made the air around it ripple with barely-contained magic.

Congratulations, Powermancer! The words appeared at the bottom of my view, glowing like a notification in a video game. Your familiarity with the Tempest Fang has increased!

So that’s why I could handle the thing like it was a dagger instead of a broadsword! I had to say, I liked the new effect.

The sudden notification nearly threw me, but I didn’t let it split my focus as I charged the two angels at the end of the diner. One of them ducked, bands of glowing light forming around his fingers as he put distance between himself and me. The other had its eyes half-closed in concentration, as if it were trying to summon a weapon to match mine.

If I weren’t so fucking fast, that might have worked.

“Too late, pal!” I roared, aiming a chop at the creature’s neck.

The angel lifted a hand, and a slender dagger appeared in the air between its fingers. It snapped into place an instant before the Tempest Fang hit, and for a moment I thought the creature had actually managed to parry me.

Then the whole weapon shook, and the blade slashed right through.

The Tempest Fang took the angel deep in the collar. An explosion of gore covered both sides of the weapon as the sharp edge of the broadsword struck the angel’s spine. A fountain of blood hit my face, trickling down my shirt.

The creature let out a mournful howl that didn’t quite match my mental picture of almost being decapitated. As it fell to the side, bonelessly slumping into a nearby booth, I caught a glimpse of writhing, worm-like tentacles spilling from the wound.

What the fuck!? What were these things filled with?

It’s just like the guy who attacked the Fortress of Solitude, I realized with a start. The corrupted entities—the zombie guys. They were all filled with worms…

What did this mean?

I didn’t have time to think about it. The other angel clapped its hands together, the energy around its fingertips forming into a golden lasso. It glowed with a hue that would have made Wonder Woman jealous, but there was nothing heroic this creature wanted to do with it. I doubted it would force me to tell the truth, either.

“Jax! Watch out!”

Another angel attacked from the corner of my eye. It was the fry cook, swinging his pan like a medieval berserker with an axe.

I hopped back a step, the pan whizzing in front of my face in a near miss. The angel reared back, lifting the weapon over its head as it prepared to bash my skull in. An inhuman grin spread across its face, too wide to be anything from nature.

“Kill the baernan!” the big angel roared. “Forget his women—it’s him we want to send to the Other Side—”

Fliss’s spear bloomed from the back of the creature’s skull like a flower.

The fry cook shot backwards, the tip of the spear slamming into the bar as he rolled over it. He let out a gurgle and went still, the light of his halo flickering before sputtering out.

“Forget his women!” Valkyrie roared. “Ha! Have you ever heard anything so ridiculous?”

Stephanie rolled across the linoleum. She reached my feet and then crawled between my legs, putting me between her and the rest of the marauding angels.

“Don’t let them get me!” she cried, her dark lips trembling. She was honestly terrified of the things, and I couldn’t blame her. I’d never expected angels could be so horrific!

I glanced down at Stephanie and winked.

“Nice shot, Fliss,” I said. “You and Charlie keep the girl safe and get her to the truck. I’ll handle this last couple of monsters—”

Something jumped right over my head.

A claw raked my face as the angel I’d faced off against earlier landed on top of the bar on all fours, then climbed across it like a rabid monkey. It was the halo-wearing assassin who’d pretended to be our waitress—and with every moment, she looked less and less like a human being.

It was as if her person-suit was starting to dissolve. A big, smoking wound remained in her forehead from where she’d been hit earlier, and her magic couldn’t close it again. Her skin had begun ripping all over, and where the cracks formed, glowing red tissue glistened. Tiny tendrils flitted back and forth from the larger ones, moving in ways that made me want to retch.

“Monsters?” The waitress asked, her smile far too wide and featuring too many teeth. “We’re not monsters, baernan. We’re servants of the Almighty!”

“He warned us about you,” the angel that looked like the laptop guy growled. The golden lasso flashed in his hands as he swung it back and forth, keeping his eyes on my legs. “A baernan should not walk this earth. Not now. Not when the coming is so close at hand…”

“Yeah, well—I’m here,” I shot back. “Now what are you going to do about it?”

The two angels shared a look. As the man continued twirling his lasso, the woman with the face of our waitress slowly spread her arms apart.

A massive scythe filled the space between her hands.

“Yes,” the angel giggled, her eyes filling with madness as her hands took the weapon. “I see your fear, human. I can smell it on you. The razor drains the courage from even the strongest and most doughty of foes.” The woman drew her thumb along the edge, caressing the scythe like a lover. “Will you still be so smug and self-assured when she takes all of your fancy things away?”

She meant my women. I wouldn’t let anyone do that.

Not by a fucking longshot.

“Come, human,” the angel purred. Now that she’d summoned her weapon, she was casual, almost lackadaisical about fighting me. “My divine Master demands your soul. You are a disease, but one that has not progressed so far that it cannot be cured here!”

“Jax is not a disease!” Stephanie cried, her eyes filling with tears. “Get away from us, you fucking freaks!”

The goth girl still didn’t fully understand what she was seeing.

Poor girl, I thought.

And poor me, if I didn’t find a way to beat both of these bastards back past the Pearly Gates.

“Now now,” the angel chuckled. “There’s no reason for all this. Simply step forward, mortal, and we will end this—”

On the last syllable of her speech, the angel feinted to the left.

Then she shot to right like a fucking lightning bolt, the scythe in her hands chopping through the air like a fucking freight train.

Shit! I threw up my shield and ducked. Shards of Aether popped into existence over my wrist, forming a semi-translucent half-dome. Hopefully it would keep my women (and Stephanie, who would hopefully become my woman soon enough) from getting any shrapnel.

With the closeness of the diner, I would have told you there was no way to effectively wield a weapon like the scythe. But the angel didn’t play by ordinary rules — and she didn’t care about keeping the place clean. The razor edge of the scythe slashed through cups, plates, and tabletops, ripping through wood and plastic and Formica as it sought out my flesh. Bits of food went everywhere, and coffee splashed against the shield and ran down it in rivulets.

The scythe hit the shield so hard it nearly exploded. When the angel pulled back, there was a massive crack in the aether, one bigger than any I’d seen before.

Jesus, I thought, stunned. That almost took me out. A little more force and it would have cut through the shield and taken my head off!

The waitress angel was already starting forward, the scythe lifted over her head. Another hit from that weapon would be deadly, both for me and for my girls. I couldn’t let her hit my shield.

I had to take the momentum back from her somehow.

I backed up a step, then another. The angel swung with the scythe, cutting right through the seat of a nearby booth, then growled and tugged the weapon free for another strike. Bits of cotton littered the floor as I retreated.

The next blow aimed at the top of my head. I limboed beneath it, but it was so close that I could feel the wind of its passing. Behind the waitress angel, her friend with the golden lasso kept on twirling it, a manic grin on his face.

More tendrils writhed beneath the angel’s skin. They looked eager to see me dead and moved almost as if they had a mind of their own separate from their mistress. The effect made my stomach turn and helped me to understand why Stephanie was so terrified of these creatures.

Stephanie, I thought. We didn’t need to beat these assassins—we only needed to get her out of here. Get her somewhere safe.

But how? They were blocking the fucking exit!

I backed up another step—and bumped into Charlie from behind. Her breasts pressed against my back, and the wall was only a step or two behind her.

“End of the line,” the angel said in a singsong voice. “Nowhere left to run to, baernan. You’re going to need to fight me now! Unless you want to give up and die now!”

Charlie and Fliss backed up behind me. All three of us were up against the wall now, at the very rear of the diner. The wallpaper crackled behind Fliss’s shoulder blades as she rubbed up against it.

I can’t believe we’re going to die like this, I thought, despair filling me. Wedged against the paper-thin wall of a cheap diner…

Wait.

I’d just gotten a terrible idea.

“When I say now,” I growled, dropping my voice so that only my girls could hear me, “hit the fucking deck.”

Charlie’s head whipped to the side. “Jax? We should strike together! We’ll help you—”

That wasn’t what I wanted. “No. Just be ready.”

The angel saw my lips moving but didn’t hear what I was saying. She didn’t care enough to pay attention—after all, she had me right where she wanted. She took a step forward, lifting the scythe over her head.

“Very well!” the creature shrieked. “It’s death, then!”

And she swung.

“Now!” I bellowed.

As one, my women and I dropped to the floor. The scythe whizzed over our heads, missing us entirely, and slammed into the shitty wall of the diner. The wood buckled, the metal slashing right through. It punched completely through the wall, opening a crack the wind immediately started to blow through.

“Huh?” the angel grimaced, then pulled the scythe out.

“I’ll be happy to fight you,” I said, hopping to my feet. “But I’m going to need a little space to do it first—!”

I threw myself at the crack, swinging the Tempest Fang.

There was a moment of resistance, then the wall buckled inward and completely collapsed. Bits of wood and drywall rained around me as I punched through the wall and into the sunlight.

I hit the ground and rolled, coming up with the Fang. The angel and her retainer stood in the newly opened entranceway, staring in shock at the damage I’d caused. My women all lay crouched around the opening, their faces filled with amazement.

With a smirk, I lifted my hand and made a ‘come here’ gesture at the waitress angel. “Alright,” I said. “Ready for you now!”

The creature growled, then threw itself forward.

It swung with the scythe, but it no longer had the advantage it once had. The angel slashed at my knees, keeping me at the limits of her weapon’s reach. I jumped over the razor and tossed an aether shard at the angel’s head, winging her halo with a bolt of magic.

Suddenly the momentum was on the other foot. I struck out with the Tempest Fang, swinging for the angel’s halo. The creature with the face of our waitress backed up a step, then another, until she was almost back to the big hole in the side of the diner.

Time to finish this, I thought.

I closed the distance, stepping right past the range of the scythe. The angel expected me to attack, bracing herself—only to watch as I tossed the Tempest Fang into the air.

An inarticulate cry of shock spilled from her lips. The Fang rolled over and over in mid-air, flashing in the mid-morning light.

The angel looked up at it, trying to see where the blade was going to fall. Her eyes traveled upwards, tugging her head like a puppet’s, and her gaze left me entirely, even though I was standing right in front of her.

That moment of weakness was all I needed.

I threw up my arm, and the Aether Shield slammed back into place inches from the angel’s face. Cracks covered its surface, and the shimmering half-dome of magic nearly broke apart as I pulled it into being. The angel’s strike had left my defenses a single hit away from shattering entirely.

Which was exactly what I was counting on.

As the angel’s gaze snapped downward I slammed the shield into her face, hitting her with every bit of strength I had. The shield buckled, then exploded in a flash of brilliant red light, shattering into a thousand glittering shards of Aether.

The angel screamed. Shards ripped through her face, piercing both of her eyes, burying themselves in her throat. The scythe fell from her hands, momentarily forgotten in her pain.

Most importantly, her halo dimmed. The power that radiated from her weakened beneath the rain of shards. The tendrils inside of her lost some of their glow, writhing weakly.

I twisted at the waist, reaching for the Tempest Fang. Just as I’d anticipated, it fell into my hand in mid-swing, the band of liquid metal buried within the hilt adding extra force to the blow.

This time, when it hit, nothing caught on the blade.

The Tempest Fang neatly decapitated the angel, severing her head and sending it rolling across the muddy ground.

Nobody moved. The halo atop the angel’s head fell, landed in the grass and slowly winked out. As it faded, it dissolved entirely—there was nothing solid within the circle of magic. Without the angel’s life force, there was nothing to sustain it.

I looked up from the creature’s body and grinned at the final angel. The poor man looked like he’d seen a ghost.

“Nice warm up,” I said with a smirk. “Your turn.”

The creature let out a roar. Massive white wings erupted from its shoulders as it leapt right out of the hole I’d created and took flight. Without looking back, the final angel tore across the sky, rapidly disappearing into the clouds.

“Wow,” I said. “Way to chicken out.”

Charlie and Fliss hopped down from the break in the wall, with Stephanie held between them. “We need to get out of here,” Fliss said, her body relinquishing its Valkyrie transformation. “The cops will be here soon.”

“The cops?” Charlie’s gaze followed the angel as it vanished into the sky. “I’m more worried about that thing. It’s probably coming back with reinforcements.”

I nodded. “Either way, we need to be gone,” I agreed. Then I looked at Stephanie and grinned. “Enjoying being part of the team?”

A nervous grin spread across the goth girl’s face. “It’s definitely not boring!” she said, looking at Fliss and Charlie for moral support.

It certainly wasn’t.

And something told me it was about to get a hell of a lot more exciting.


Chapter Nine

As we pulled away from the ruin of the roadside diner, I got a phone call.

There was little doubt who it could be. “Mia,” I said, holding the phone to my ear. It was a guess—the screen of my phone ominously read UNKNOWN CALLER—but really, there was only one person who’d know to call me at a time like this. “You really know how to pick your spots, don’t you?”

Mia sounded uncharacteristically pissed. “Jax? What the hell have you people gotten yourselves into over there!?”

I wasn’t terribly surprised to hear her talk to me this way. Mia had always been on the ball, and we’d made a hell of a lot of noise back at the diner.

“Had a little run in with a couple of holy rollers,” I said, laughing. “Nothing we couldn’t handle.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Angels?” Mia asked.

I switched the phone from one shoulder to the other. It was tough focusing on the conversation and the road at the same time, so I kept my hands on the steering wheel.

“Yeah,” I said. “Believe me, I’m as shocked as you are. I was expecting demons.”

I could hear Mia scoff. “My bosses are expecting demons,” she said. “The Eye just picked up a massive flare of transdimensional energy in the southeast quadrant of your city. They've got two squads converging on your position right now!"

"Then it's a good thing that's no longer our position," I told the agent.

Mia sounded confused. "What?"

"We already left the diner," I said. "Your coworkers aren't going to find anything except a bunch of smashed up booths and a couple of angel corpses. Like I said, there’s nothing to be worried about.”

“Oh.” A new note entered Mia’s tone. “That’s good, then. Where are you going?”

I glanced into the rearview mirror. I had Fliss in the passenger seat next to me, with Charlie and her employee taking up seats in the rear. Since they knew each other so well, I was letting the former calm the latter down. This was all still a lot for Stephanie to process.

“Probably better if I don’t say that over the phone,” I said, suppressing a smirk. “You never know who might be listening in.”

There was the security risk to think about, of course. But more than that, I simply didn’t want to tell Mia what I was up to. I didn’t trust the agent enough to reveal my location—even if I did, she didn’t need to know that we had one of Charlie’s employees in tow. That might prompt difficult questions about my Ability Points.

I’ve got two, though, I told myself, gently poking the blob of knowledge in the back of my head. I could feel the potential there, from where I’d gained a new point during the fight at the diner. Apparently killing angels and defending my friends were both good ways to gain experience.

Mia didn’t say anything for a moment. When she spoke, there was a teasing lilt to her tone that hadn’t been there before. “Security is so very important,” she said, leaving no doubt that she was about to wind me up for something. “In that case, you probably won’t want to hear about what I’ve been up to, then. Or maybe you’ll bend the rules a little bit for your double agent?”

I nearly drove the truck off the road, I was so excited. “Did you find the other two keys?”

I’ll say this for Mia: she didn’t push me, even when she had the opportunity. She easily could have held back, telling me she’ll show me hers when I showed her mine. But she didn’t fight over the point. Maybe she really was trying to earn my trust.

“I don’t have them yet,” she said, deflating my hopes a little. “But I know a hell of a lot more about them than I did the last time I called you.”

“Tell me,” I insisted. “Actually, hold on a sec—tell the whole truck. I’m going to put you on speakerphone.”

I handed the phone over to Fliss, who made it happen. As she switched over the call, I gestured at the back seat where Stephanie was sitting and made a ‘zip the lip’ gesture. The goth girl nodded, and Charlie winked. Both of them understood: we wouldn’t let Mia know there were people listening in beyond the three of us.

“It’s called the Demon Core,” Mia was saying. "The control key aspected to Down Below, in other words. The Eye's had it in their collection for years. Rumor is that for a long time, they didn't even know what they had."

The Demon Core. The name sounded oddly familiar, though I couldn't have said where I'd heard it before. "Appropriate name for Hell's control key."

Mia snorted. "That's for sure."

"So where the hell is it?" Charlie was sitting in the center of the backseat, leaning forward between the passenger seat and the driver's to get closer to the phone. "You manage to steal it from those Obsidian Eye assholes yet, Mia?"

From the pause on the line, I knew the answer wasn't going to be yes. "I'm working on it," Mia explained. "Finding the Core is one thing. Securing it is quite another."

"But you know where it is," I said. I was pushing her a little bit, but I couldn't help it. Besides, it was fun. "Right?"

This time, the pause was longer. "Like I said," Mia insisted. "I'm working on it."

Alright, I thought. Message received. Don't give Mia any more grief.

"Fine," I said, clearing my throat. "What about the third control key?"

"We're going to need all three of them, you know," Fliss added.

Mia was starting to sound like she regretted being so insistent on this conversation. "I know," she said. I could practically hear her rolling her eyes. "I've only been able to find out a little bit about the Heaven-aspected control key. I know its name, but pretty much nothing else."

That would have to do for now. "What is it?" I asked.

"The Golden Braid," Mia said. "Apparently it has something to do with mathematics. Perfect ratios and all that."

I looked over at the woman sitting in the passenger seat next to me. Fliss's curves most definitely fit the Golden Ratio—as did Charlie's and Stephanie's. I was a lucky man.

Not responding right away must have made Mia defensive. "Our deal was for me to get you one control key," the agent said unprompted. "I help you get the Stronghold upgraded, and you get me access to the Archon System. As far as I'm concerned, that deal comes online as soon as I get you the Demon Core. Understood?"

I understood. "And when do you think that will be?" I asked sarcastically.

My question didn't catch Mia off-guard in the slightest. "I'm zeroing in on its location," she explained, sounding confident. "Once I've found where the Eye are keeping the Demon Core, we can use my credentials to access the facility where it's being held and steal it."

She made it sound so simple.

"This will, however, out me as a double agent," Mia was saying. "Once we steal the Core, I won't be able to pretend I'm still a loyal little worker bee, toiling on behalf of the Obsidian Eye. I'll have to jump ship." She paused. "Will you be ready?"

Was I ready? I had an Ability Point in storage—even if I burnt one on Stephanie, as I was planning to do once we got back to her place, I'd still have one left over to use on Mia when the time came. So that wasn't a problem.

The real question was: did I trust Mia enough to pull the trigger on her?

"We're all good," I said, keeping my eyes on the road as I drove.

"You sure?" Mia asked. "You don't sound sure."

"Everything's all set up for you, Agent Morgan," I drawled. I didn't like being corrected, especially by someone like her. "You just work on finding the Demon Core. The sooner you do that, the sooner you can join the team."

"Fine," Mia said. The wind blew in the background of her call, filling the speaker with static for a moment. "I have to go. Wherever you're running off to, make sure to stay away from that diner for a while. Ideally, I'd tell you to run back to the Stronghold and hide behind your wards, but I have the feeling you wouldn't listen to any advice I gave you."

She had that part right. "We won't get caught," I promised her. "Talk to you soon, Mia."

"Over and out," the redhead said. A moment later, the line clicked as the call dropped.

"Wow," Stephanie said from the backseat. "That woman is a grump."

Fliss and Charlie shared a look. Both of them started to laugh. After a few seconds, I joined them.

"Yeah, Mia's an acquired taste," I told the goth girl. "If you stick around with us long enough, I'm sure you'll meet her eventually."

"Her bark is worse than her bite," Fliss assured the young woman. "Honestly, she's helped us out of a couple of jams. I don't know why there's still so much friction between us."

I did. "She works for the bad guys," I told Stephanie, glancing at her in the rear view mirror. "But she's really on our side. Or at least she says. She's helping us power up so that we can keep the Obsidian Eye from fucking with us."

"And so that we can do things like we did in the diner," Charlie added, squeezing her employee's hand. "You'll be able to do that, too, once Jax shares the Archon System with you."

Stephanie was nodding along. It was admirable how quickly she'd recovered from her shock at the diner. She'd been freaked out for a while, as anyone would be at being informed that angels and demons were real and that you'd just been thrust into an endless war between them. But now she seemed almost excited to take the power Fliss and Charlie held, and become a full-fledged member of our group.

I told myself that it had nothing to do with the little glances she kept shooting me from the rear view mirror. Or the fact that she kept glancing between Charlie and me like she was trying to picture what the two of us looked like in bed together.

"Is that why she's helping you find some demon thing?" Stephanie asked.

I nodded. "It's complicated," I explained, "but it's going to help us power up the place we live. You'll get to see that, too, if you stick with us long enough."

Stephanie smiled. "I definitely want to," she said, nibbling her bottom lip as she peered at me. "Those angels scared the hell out of me. The demons are probably even worse!"

They weren’t—not really. Either way, I didn’t think that was the real reason Stephanie wanted to start spending so much time with our group. But I supposed I’d find out soon enough, one way or the other.

“Then we should get you powered up as soon as possible,” Charlie said, matching the goth girl’s smirk with one of her own. “Oh, turn right here, Jax. This is the entrance to Steph’s neighborhood…”

So it was. A side road took us away from the main highway, leading us past a convenience store and through a thicket of trees. A faded sign by the side of the road announced the entrance to Colonial Acres, a ‘friendly community’.

It didn’t look particularly friendly.

Colonial Acres wasn’t much more than two rows of trailers, parked side-by-side down a long gravel trail. From what little I could see as I drove past, most of them looked well-maintained. Still, the overall effect was a little depressing. It didn’t help that most of them were dark, with big “KEEP OUT” and “NO SOLICITING” signs pasted all over everything. Only a few windows had lights shining through them, and I didn’t see any kids playing in the street.

“My trailer’s at the end,” Stephanie said, pointing towards the end of the row. She must have seen the look on my face, because she added: “It’s not much, but it’s home.”

It most certainly was. I didn’t judge Stephanie: I’d grown up poor, too, and she hadn’t gotten to choose where she put down roots.

A thin line of gravel stretched in front of the trailer, approximating a driveway. I pulled the truck up and cut the engine. Stephanie was still staring at me, a pinched expression on her pale face.

“You think I’m trash, don’t you?” she whispered, frowning deeply. “A little trailer trash girl from the sticks who’s gotten into something deep.”

The stricken look on Stephanie’s face took me aback. Both Charlie and Fliss were staring at the goth girl: Fliss with a look of confusion, while Charlie had clearly heard something like this before. She understood being defensive about where you came from.

My hand still on the key in the ignition, I looked over my shoulder and locked eyes with Stephanie.

“Not at all,” I said, meaning it.

She didn’t look like she believed me. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, her hackles rising even further.

“Don’t lie,” she accused. “I know when someone’s looking down on me.”

What!? I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. Stephanie’s eyes got even wider, but it didn’t cause me to change what I was doing.

“Look down on you?” I asked, mastering myself. “Stephanie, you’ve got parents, right?”

Her brows furrowed together. “Uh huh,” she said. It was clear she was trying to figure out what my angle was.

“Then you’ve got one up on me,” I told her. “I have no idea who my Mom and Dad are. I’m an orphan.”

Stephanie’s eyes got as wide as saucers. “Oh. Oh, I had no idea…”

“No reason for you to think a thing like that,” I said with a faint smile. This was far from the first conversation I’d had about this topic, and I doubted it would be the last. “The cops found me in a basket as a kid up by Beleth Park. No note, no explanation. I didn’t even have a name until the first foster family they placed me with gave me one.”

I didn’t even remember them. Apparently I’d been removed from their house after three months when a routine service visit turned up ‘unsanitary conditions’. I only found this out much later when my full report was given to me after I turned eighteen—probably, it was a good thing I didn’t remember those temporary ‘parents’.

“That’s… that’s awful,” Stephanie said. She looked stricken in that special way that only someone who knows they’ve just stepped in it can look. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have opened my mouth—”

“It’s okay, really,” I said, keeping my smile gentle. “I ended up growing up in a pretty nice house, but I would’ve traded it for a trailer in a heartbeat if it meant I got to live with my real parents.” I nodded. “You have nothing to be ashamed of, Steph. Can we come in?”

The goth girl looked more than eager to get out of the truck and move past her faux pas. She practically skipped across the yard, fumbling with her keys as she opened the trailer.

Behind her, Charlie nudged me. “You just love playing the orphan card, don’t you?” she asked with a smile.

From someone who wasn’t Charlie I might have been offended. But never her. This was a running joke between us: that whenever things were going poorly for me at school or at our jobs at the Fortress, I could always lean on the classic ‘abandoned at birth’ sob story. She didn’t mean anything by it—if anything, she was impressed by how I’d managed to defang Stephanie.

“You know me,” I said. My hand strayed to Charlie’s ass and gave it a squeeze. “I never miss a good opportunity to win an argument.”

Stephanie’s trailer was small but clean. The place had the atmosphere of having been lived in for a long time. A big cuckoo clock announced the hour in the living room, while the fridge in the kitchen was covered with pictures of a younger Stephanie, along with stickers from various vacations.

There was no sign of Stephanie’s parents. That didn’t surprise me: she’d explained to us that her Dad worked two jobs, and that her Mom had been picking up double shifts lately.

“I’m planning on moving into my own apartment soon,” Stephanie informed us as she gave us the grand tour. “I’ve been socking away money from my job at the Fortress, splitting it between tuition and a deposit.” She flashed a goofy smile. “That might not be a problem soon, though, huh?”

“Tuition?” I asked, peering down the hall. Next to the door to Stephanie’s bedroom were a series of Sharpie marks on the wall—they tracked Steph’s height, from about fifth grade to graduation. “I didn’t know you were in college.”

“Online classes,” Stephanie said. “Charlie’s been helping me out with it. Giving me flexible hours and stuff like that.”

“Education is important!” Charlie’s voice came from the living room.

Stephanie smiled and rolled her eyes. “She always says that.”

Charlie and Fliss came in from the living room. Both of them were grinning, and instantly I knew they’d been having a quick chat while Stephanie showed me around the rest of the trailer. From the way they were winking at me, I was pretty sure I knew what the topic of conversation was, too.

Fliss made a show of yawning and stretching. “That fight at the diner’s got me a little beat,” she said, her smile widening. “I think I might go take a walk around the neighborhood—get my blood pumping.”

“Ooh!” Charlie’s noise of surprise was so genuine that someone who didn’t know her as well as I did might actually believe it wasn’t pre-planned. “That sounds like a great idea! I’ll join you!”

“Cool,” Fliss said, glancing from my childhood best friend and then back to me. “Yeah, we’ll be back in just a little while. Will you two be alright while we’re gone?”

“We’ll keep an eye on the trailer from a distance,” Charlie added, her grin widening. “Just to make sure no one attacks it or anything like that…”

I knew what she was going for. And from the look on her face, so did Stephanie. Fliss and Charlie weren’t taking a random walk—or even making sure that the trailer park was free from angels or demons who might pop in and make our lives more difficult.

They were letting me and Steph be alone for a while. So that we could do what both of my girlfriends desperately wanted us to do.

Charlie and Fliss said their goodbyes and headed outside. Both of them insisted on kissing me before they left, which I could tell confused the hell out of Stephanie. Up until now, she’d believed that Fliss and I were an exclusive couple. I could only imagine what seeing me make out with her boss before slapping her on the ass did to Stephanie’s brain—or what was between her legs.

“Be good,” Charlie said with a wink at her cashier. “We’ll be back in a little while!”

Then they were gone, leaving Stephanie and me alone in the trailer.




Chapter Ten

“So how does this work?”

Stephanie and I were sitting on the couch in her living room. A TV hung on the opposite wall, but wasn’t turned on. Two bottles of beer, freshly opened, sat on the coffee table. Steph went and got them as soon as the two of us were alone, after assuring me that her twenty-first birthday had been two weeks ago.

I took a sip of the beer. It was cheap but good. A little bit like this place, I thought, glancing around the trailer. I felt certain that this home, though humble, held plenty of good memories for Stephanie. Most girls her age would have moved out long ago, and she’d been putting it off, despite the money she was bringing in from her work at the Fortress of Solitude.

She needed a push in order to leave the nest. Maybe today, I’d be the one who gave it to her.

“It’s not too terribly complicated,” I said, thinking over how best to explain it. “Have you seen the back of Fliss’s neck?”

Stephanie nodded. “She’s got a tattoo there. It almost looks like one of those things from the 90’s—a ying yang—but not quite.”

I snickered at that. The nineties? It was way older than that.

“I put it there,” I told her. “It’s called a brand, and it’s what gives you access to the Archon System.”

Stephanie scooted closer. There’d been a tension in her eyes ever since Fliss and Charlie left—like she wanted to get closer to me but was also a little scared to do so. Finding out that I had not one but two girlfriends had probably done a number on her. I could imagine her confidence deflating a bit as she realized I was even more experienced than she anticipated.

“I see,” the goth girl whispered. “So Charlie—my boss—she’s got one of these brands, too?”

I was already nodding. “She does,” I confirmed. “Hers is in a… less visible place, though.”

Stephanie snickered at that. “I think I know what you mean,” she said, getting even closer. “I’m pretty sure I know what else goes into you giving me powers, too.”

Hmm? I wasn’t following her. The look in my eyes must have shown it.

Stephanie scooted even closer to me, her grin widening. The side of her thigh pressed right up against my own as she brushed a lock of midnight-black hair away from her pale face.

“It’s sex,” she whispered, like she was confessing a very exclusive secret. “You have to have sex with me in order to give me the power, don’t you?”

Stephanie didn’t look like she was upset about that in the slightest. If anything, she was eager to begin.

But there were a few things I needed to run by her, first.

“Well…” I trailed off, feeling a little awkward all of a sudden. “That’s not quite how it works. But it’s still a doozy.”

Stephanie cocked her head slightly to the side. Her brows furrowed together. “How so?”

Clearing my throat, I gave Stephanie a basic overview of the branding process. I tried to sidestep the more prurient details of what she was going to go through, but of course those were the exact things she wanted to hear the most about. By the time I was done, I’d explained what had happened to Fliss and to Charlie, going into most but not all of the gory details.

I’d thought that maybe hearing about it in detail might frighten Stephanie, or turn her off of the whole idea. Instead, she looked even more excited than she had when she’d first sat down beside me. As if such a thing were possible!

When I was done, Stephanie rocked back on her heels. “Wow,” she whispered, leaning against the upholstered back of the couch. “That sounds… intense.” Then she came forward. “But I’m ready.”

“You sure?”

She grinned from ear to ear. “Are you kidding me? Hell yes! I want to be part of the gang, Jax. You, me, Charlie and Fliss.”

And maybe a few more people by the time we’re done. I thought it, and I knew Stephanie was thinking it, too. But neither one of us dared to say it.

“Should we take this to the bedroom, then?” I asked. I hadn’t been in Stephanie’s bedroom yet, so I had no idea how suitable it was for my purposes. But that’s where Charlie had wanted to be branded. If Fliss had been given the choice back when I’d branded her, that’s probably what she would have chosen as well.

But Stephanie just shrugged. “Eh, I’m ready now. Let’s do this!” She scooted to the edge of the cushion, putting her feet flat on the floor. “Should I expose my neck for you, Jax? Or is there somewhere else you were thinking of leaving your mark?”

A hot, red flush rose to my collar. “I don’t really get a say,” I told Stephanie. “The power, it kind of makes its own decisions…”

As I focused, words appeared over Stephanie’s head. They glowed faintly, informing me that I could spend one Ability Point to connect this living being to the Archon System. As always, if the branding process was unsuccessful, I’d be refunded the point.

That last part made me snicker. The Archon System was a stickler about giving me my unused points back: when I’d used the branding process to kill the Arch-Demon Lilim by overloading her nervous system with pleasure, it made a point of letting me know there was no charge for the attempt.

This one would be successful, though. Stephanie was fucking aching for it.

She stared back at me from the couch, searching my eyes for some sign that I was about to go through with it. “I’m ready,” she reminded me, putting her hands on her knees. “Let’s get this show on the road—”

<<BRANDING PROCESS ACTIVATED!>>

Stephanie’s words broke off into a scream of surprise as a thick mass of tendrils grabbed her arms and legs and hauled her off of the couch. Bands of glowing red material encircled her wrists and ankles like enchanted handcuffs, spreading her arms and legs until she was floating before me spread-eagle. She trembled with mingled fear and desire.

Holy shit! Evidently my branding process grew more assertive with each use. The first time I’d branded a woman, the Archon System had been figuring out the process right along with me. Now the power within my chest was an expert, and it knew what Stephanie’s body needed. The tendrils worked their way up her thighs, shredding her dark jeans and exposing the pale skin underneath.

“Jax!” Stephanie cried, her eyes rolling back in her head. Her voice trembled, panic flaring through her as thick cords of power bound her even tighter. “Is this what’s supposed to be happening? I… ohhhh…”

Suddenly the goth girl was trembling with more than fear. The tendrils around her wrists and ankles glowed, pulsing in time with my rapid heartbeat. A thick cord of light extended from my chest to hers, just as it had been with Fliss and Charlie. Each pulse made her shake with bliss, made her toes curl, made her eyes roll until only the whites were showing.

“Oh fuck yes!” Stephanie’s voice sounded different than before: looser and filled with pleasure. “Oh gawd, Jax, that feels so good!”

I know, I thought. I’d seen this before—seen it twice now.

It never got old.

As the goth girl writhed in the grip of my tendrils, her body shuddering with climax after climax, I started my work. Even after two other branding sessions, I couldn’t have explained a single step of how the process actually occurred. It was pure will, pure instinct.

The tendrils seized Stephanie’s thighs, lifting her pelvis for my perusal. Underneath of her jeans were a pair of black cotton panties; these the tendrils tugged downward, exposing the skin just above her slit.

One of the tendrils waved back and forth over the spot, glowing like a flashlight beneath a thin blanket. Stephanie gasped—and in a single motion, all the hair above her pussy was burned away. Something told me she’d be bare and smooth there for the rest of her life.

So that’s where it’s going to be. The words provoked no real surprise in me; I was too deep in my work. Each branding process was almost like a trance and left me almost as changed as the women I exerted my powers on. I focused in on that expanse of smooth, pale skin, guiding the tendrils where they needed to be.

More flashes of light. More pulses of pleasure.

Stephanie’s moans formed a perfect backdrop to my work. The tendrils flashed again and again, the tips of them pushing into her skin as they glowed brighter and brighter. The now-familiar dual teardrop shape of the symbol I was beginning to think of as my brand began to form just above the top of Stephanie’s slit, like a womb tattoo. The realization sent a shiver of lust through me. I thought those things only existed in dirty Japanese cartoons, not real life.

“Awww yeah!” Stephanie had stopped trying to escape the grip of the tendrils—now she was panting and moaning, trying to get more of them all over her body. “Jax, baby, that feels so fucking good! Unnngh my whole pussy is vibrating every time you touch me with those tendrils!”

“Enjoy it,” I said, lifting my voice over the maelstrom. “You deserve this. You look fucking gorgeous, Steph…”

One more hard push, and all the tendrils around her thighs formed a single thick cord. They pushed down, hard, on the bare patch of skin over her panties, and suddenly Stephanie’s body looked like an upside-down ‘U’. She arched her back so hard that I was honestly a little worried for her—but the screams and ragged gasps that were tearing from her throat carried no pain. Just pleasure.

Finally, it was done. The dam inside my mind broke as I pulled back, retracting the tendrils. Stephanie flopped bonelessly onto her couch, her clothes soaked through with sweat. Only the single glowing line of light connecting our chests remained.

Stephanie came back to herself slowly. Her eyes widened as she stared into the glowing halo of light, her eyes as black as chips of volcanic glass. What the hell?

What did I do to you? Who did you just become?

The light had yet to fade. In the past, it fled with the rest of my tendrils, but it was still pulsing between the two of us, the glowing throbs growing slower and slower as my heartbeat got under control. Pleasure ebbed through the bond, but it wasn’t overwhelming, and Stephanie could still think and talk.

The goth girl peered down at the brand on her pelvis. Everything beneath her waist was a sloppy ruin—the tendrils had destroyed her jeans, and her panties were soaked through with honey from the dozens of orgasms she’d had during the branding process. She hooked her thumbs in the soaked fabric and slowly peeled them down her pale, thick thighs.

“Oh wow,” Stephanie gasped, grinning like a fool. “That looks so fucking sexy, Jax. You did a hell of a good job…”

The brand glowed faintly just over her bare pussy. The symbol was so enchanting that I only tore my eyes away from it with an effort, returning my gaze to her face. When I saw it, I gave a start.

Stephanie had fangs.

They were sleek and pointy, like a vampire’s. She didn’t seem to have noticed them just yet.

The goth girl ran her fingers over the brand. She shivered at the smoothness of her skin, a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth.

“Well, I’m sure you’re going to like that,” she giggled, glancing back up at me. She licked her lips—and felt the new sharpness of her canines. Her eyes bulged, and her mouth dropped open. “What the fuck!?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “It’s different for everyone—”

It was as far as I got.

A wave of darkness enveloped the goth girl. In an instant Stephanie disappeared, swallowed up by a storm of crackling black clouds. The lights in the trailer dimmed, as if the storm were feeding on them, and the noonday sun outside the windows suddenly looked as if it were on the verge of setting. From somewhere out in the field surrounding the trailer, I thought I could hear Charlie and Fliss making confused noises.

As quickly as it came, the storm withdrew. The clouds rolled back from Stephanie’s skin, dissipating like smoke. She sat up, blinking, and I got my first look at the newest member of our squad.

My jaw hit the floor. My cock stiffened to full mast.

Before her transformation, Stephanie was a cute, Gothic beauty. Now she was a dark goddess. Her skin was as pale as milk, and both her lips and her eyes were the dark red of rubies. The fangs I’d seen earlier were back with a vengeance, larger and curvier than before. Her t-shirt and jeans were gone, replaced with a leather ensemble with a lot of fishnets and straps. Her skirt was criminally short, and I swore she’d gone up two full cup sizes since she’d been branded.

Words appeared over her head.

<<BRANDING PROCESS>> Successful! Your new follower has been given access to the <<ARCHON SYSTEM>>! They have been granted the <<BLOOD WITCH>> class!

Blood Witch? I wondered if that was the Archon System’s version of a vampire. She certainly looked like she ought to be standing by windows at night, seducing young men—and maybe a few women, too. Or maybe our myths about vampires came from the ancient Blood Witch class?

I didn’t really know. I didn’t much care, either. I was too busy devouring Stephanie’s new curvy, vampiric body with my eyes. I wanted to devour her with my mouth.

A gold chain hung from Stephanie’s neck. A ruby nestled deep in her cleavage, the same shade as her lips and her eyes. Her gaze slowly dropped to it, and she looked at her reflection for the first time.

Her lack of a reflection. Even when she held the little gem up to her face, no one stared back. She’s a vampire, I realized, amazed. No reflection.

Worried, I glanced over at the living room windows. Light streamed from them, but it didn’t seem to be hurting Stephanie at all. Maybe that part of the myth wasn’t accurate. I sure hoped not: it would be a pain in the ass to have a squad member who could only use her transformation at night.

“I… I can’t see myself,” Stephanie whispered. Something snapped inside of her, and the trance she’d been in since those black clouds enveloped her vanished in an instant. She ran her hands all over her body, caressing her breasts and her legs and the smooth valley between her thighs. Her face filled with amazement, then wonder, then the purest excitement I’d ever seen.

“You did it!” she cried, springing from the couch. “Holy shit, I’m powerful! I’m like Charlie now—I can transform into a fucking badass!”

She could. And now I could barely restrain myself.

“You have access to the Archon System?” I managed to grunt through gritted teeth. “You can see the words?”

“Oh yeah, absolutely!” Stephanie turned and looked at the living room of her house like she was seeing it for the first time—like she was only now noticing how small her world really was. “It’s telling me I’m a Blood Witch, which, like, totally fucking rocks! I’ve got all these cool abilities I can’t wait to try out…!”

I blinked. “Abilities?” Neither Charlie nor Fliss had gotten those along with their transformations. They’d just gotten weapons. If they had magic spells, they’d have told me about it by now.

Stephanie nodded like a bobblehead. “Uh huh. I’ve got three. You want to hear about them?” She looked over at me, grinning like a fool. “Or do you want to fuck my brains out first?”

She didn’t need to tell me twice. It must have been obvious—either the look on the face or the bulge in my trousers gave me away.

“You know, I’m a little irritated,” the vampire purred. Stephanie sashayed across the living room, as slinky and seductive as a 1930’s film maven but so much more aggressively sexual. “Your girls ran off to give us some privacy, but now they’re not here to see the new me.”

“You’ll have plenty of time to fool around with them,” I told her. “Right now, this is about you and me.”

Fuck, she was so close to me. I was a little surprised that I couldn’t feel the heat of her body against mine, until I remembered that being a Blood Witch was basically like being a vampire. I wondered if she had any body heat at all. Was she technically even alive? Did she need air?

That could be interesting to explore, I thought, picturing the fun things she could do with her mouth if she could switch off her lungs. Fuck, I’m going to have so much fun with this girl…

Stephanie nibbled her bottom lip with her fangs. “It really is,” she admitted, batting her eyelashes up at me. “I’m looking forward to this, Jax.” Then she paused. “Before we do this, I think there’s one of my powers you definitely need to see.”

“Oh?” I couldn’t imagine what it might be. Super strength, perhaps? Having a girl who could pick me up and throw me like a rag doll wasn’t really my thing, but it would allow me to put Steph in some pretty fun positions…

“Here,” the vampire said, jerking me from my thoughts. “Open your mouth.”

Curious, I did.

As quick as a flash, Stephanie punctured the pad of her index finger with a fang. A drop of black blood oozed from the wound she’d created, dripping over the digit.

Which she thrust directly into my open mouth.


Chapter Eleven

“Suck it,” Stephanie commanded with a wink.

I did.

And the world exploded with bliss.

A taste like nothing I’d ever experienced flooded my mouth, overloading my senses. It was spicy but sweet, earthy yet tart—like the flowers of the field and the beasts of the earth, like growing things and creatures thriving. Like life itself.

Instantly I was rock hard. And high.

Stephanie’s blood hit me like a line of pure cocaine. My heart pounded in my ribcage like a prisoner trying to escape their cell, and a tingly feeling of euphoria spread from the center of my chest all the way to the tips of my fingers and toes. All the sharp edges in my vision blurred, while my senses became more vivid than ever—colors were brighter, smells richer, and tastes more invigorating.

“There you go,” the vampire chuckled. “Not too much, now. You don’t want to drink me dry…”

But I did. I wanted nothing more than to keep this finger in my mouth for the rest of my natural life. I wanted my teeth buried in Stephanie’s throat, drinking that sweet nectar while I buried the rock-hard girder between my legs as deep and hard into her channel as I possibly could.

I could hardly think. I was warm, so warm, and the whole world felt new. I was stronger than I’d been a minute ago, as well. I could feel energy flowing through my veins, more and more with each drop of Stephanie’s blood that I drank.

A worried look flickered across the vampire’s face. “That’s enough,” she said, pulling her finger out of my mouth. “The flashing words said my blood can give my allies a boost. I didn’t expect it to do all this—”

I grabbed Stephanie, hauling her off her feet and pulling her into my arms.

I was right. I was strong. So fucking strong. The vampire felt like a ragdoll in my arms, like a cute little toy I could pull and twist and mold into any position I wanted. Before I knew what I was doing I had Stephanie up against the wall, right next to her television, her gorgeous rump flat against the wallpaper as I covered her mouth with my own.

Stephanie was shocked for a moment, then she relaxed. She wrapped her legs around my waist, the silky fabric of her fishnet stockings sliding over my thighs as she welcomed me in deeper. Only a couple flimsy pieces of fabric kept my cock away from her pussy, and I wanted to get those out of the way as fast as humanly possible.

Or as fast as inhumanly possible.

I didn’t break the kiss so much as move it. My lips trailed down Stephanie’s pale, slender neck, leaving nibbles all the way from the corner of her mouth to the deepness of her cleavage. Her body trembled in my arms, soft gasps escaping her lips as she felt my strength. How easy it was for me to hold her up, to restrain her, to dominate her.

Fuck. It felt so amazing.

Stephanie’s fingers dug into the back of my head. “Fuck, what did I do to you?” she murmured, sounding like she couldn’t believe how unhinged I’d become. “Whatever it is, baby, don’t fucking stop!”

I wasn’t going to.

My hands encircled her hips, then moved to the firm flesh of her ass. Stephanie had the kind of ass a man could squeeze and slap every day without ever getting tired of, and I mauled it with the strength and vigor only someone maddened by vampire’s blood could muster. She was going to have bruises in the shape of my handprints, I knew, and the knowledge made me even harder. It excited Stephanie, too—she groaned for it, begging me to use her even harder. To take her, to claim her—to own her.

With a grunt I lifted her from the wall and tossed her over the back of the couch. She flew with a squeal, shocked at the way I could manhandle her like a sack of potatoes. Before she could wriggle away, I grabbed her skirt and hiked it up over her hips, exposing a pair of black thong panties.

Her pussy was bare and hairless, and the brand I’d put over her slit glowed with magic. Just the way I liked it.

Good girl.

Stephanie let out a moan as I tugged her panties down her thighs. “Fuck, you’re bad,” she groaned, wiggling her cute butt back and forth as I exposed her folds. “Does it make you hot that I’m, like, a decade younger than you, Jax? Does it make you feel naughty?”

Thwack! I brought my hand down on Stephanie’s bare ass cheek, hard.

“You’re a vampire,” I growled, grabbing her hair and wrapping it around my fingers. “Which means you’re probably thousands of years old. If anything, you’re the one robbing the cradle.” I put one leg on the couch cushion, letting my pants fall to the floor. “Now shut up and take my cock!”

Even in the throes of lust, I never would have spoken to one of my women like that normally. Stephanie’s vampiric blood had done something to me—shattered my inhibitions, turning me from an ordinary human being into a dominant caveman. I hardly recognized myself, and I definitely didn’t recognize the impulses that flowed through me.

If Stephanie wasn’t so utterly into it, I would’ve found my behavior horrifying. But she loved it. She wanted more of it.

“Oh, fuck yes!” The vampire groaned, throwing her ass backward. “Ungh, oh my God, you’re my King! My Master! My… my Dark Lord!”

My fingers froze as they gripped her hips. Something about the way she called me that unlocked a deep, hidden recess in my brain.

My hand went back to her hair, gripping it so tightly that tears sprang to her undead eyes. I grunted, pressing the crown of my cock into her folds.

Holy shit, she was so wet. Her walls dripped juice all over the head of my dick, getting it hot and ready to fill her.

“Yes, my Lord!” Stephanie understood the assignment perfectly. She looked back at me over her shoulder, her glowing red eyes filled with an almost fanatical devotion. “Ravage me, my Dark Lord! Use me like your thrall—like your slave! My body belongs to you—!”

Stephanie stopped talking and screamed with pleasure as I rammed home. One hard thrust and I was balls-deep inside of her, groaning with relief as every inch of my cock was enveloped by her tight, welcoming folds. The vampire’s pussy fit me like a glove, so snug and tight that I couldn’t believe the friction. I impaled her even harder, driving a stake through her pussy instead of her heart.

The vampire tensed up against me, her body going as taut as a bowstring. Then her walls gripped me even tighter, a flood of juice met my cock, and I knew I’d just made Stephanie cum.

“Ngggh!” The vampire arched her back like a bow, contorting herself so that she could kiss me while we fucked. “Thank you, my Dark Lord! Haaaah, my body and my blood belong to you! Fuck me harder, Master—use me! Use your thrall, my Lord!”

Part of me wondered where the hell she’d learned language like that. Stephanie hadn’t talked like that before—it seemed to be some artifact of her transformation. But I wasn’t going to question it, because I liked it.

Shit, I liked it a lot.

I fucked her harder, one hand on her hip and the other buried in her hair. My cock pistoned inside of her, going deeper and deeper as I explored every inch of her tight, wet channel. I loved the way her tits shook in their bodice every time I bottomed out inside of her, and I adored the way her pussy felt even tighter and wetter every time I pulled myself all the way out and impaled her on my thick shaft once more.

I was so into it that I didn’t notice the couch moving until it was against the wall.

What the hell? Stephanie was flat against the wallpaper, her tits pressed against the drywall as she spread her legs for me even wider. The hypnotic way her ass bounced up and down as my cock disappeared inside of her channel had distracted me from the fact that my thrusts were literally moving the furniture.

My shock must have shown on my face. Stephanie grinned, showing off her fangs. “Did you just realize, my Dark Lord?”

I matched her smirk with one of my own. I growled, grinning as I pressed her hot cheek against the cool wall.

As Stephanie’s eyes rolled back in her head and her body trembled against me, I knew she was going over the edge. She was cumming for me, making her tight little channel even hotter and wetter for my cock.

“Yesss, my Lord,” the vampire hissed, sounding more like Renfield than a female version of Count Dracula. “I love it when you lose control, my Lord! When you get unhinged like this, I can’t stop myself from cumming all over your cock!”

My hand came down on her ass, hard. Stephanie squealed with delight, her pussy quivering as pain mixed with her pleasure.

“That’s right,” the vampire begged, her eyes rolling back in her head and her tongue lolling from her mouth. Her pearly white fangs flashed in the lamplight, and her lips were so pouty I almost wanted to take the risk that would be involved in putting my cock down her throat. “You don’t have to worry, my Lord! You can’t break me! My body was made to take your cock in any way you can think of!”

Any way?

Well, now I was tempted to test those words.

Still fucking her from behind, I wrapped my fingers around Stephanie’s throat. With the other women I’d been with, this would have been a fairly gentle affair: just a little pressure around the sides of the neck, enough to make a girl a little spinny and dizzy but nowhere near what would actually make her pass out.

I pushed right past dizzy and set my grip to strangle. I grabbed hold of Stephanie tight, wringing her neck as I pounded her even harder. The wet sounds of skin slapping against skin filled the room, and I swore her pussy got even tighter and wetter as I choked her.

“Oh my god,” the vampire whispered. A whisper was all she could manage with my hand around her throat. As I cut off her air (which it turned out she truly did not need), she craned her neck and watched me over her shoulder. Her glowing red eyes were filled with so much devotion that it made my chest ache.

This wasn’t love. It couldn’t be love—there was nothing pure or holy about the way Stephanie and I felt for each other in that moment. But the two of us truly understood each other. We were on the same wavelength. I knew what she wanted almost as intimately as I knew my own desires—and I knew that for the rest of our natural lives, this woman would stop at nothing to give me as much physical pleasure as possible in the bedroom.

Even her own ability to breathe wasn’t as important.

Wordless cries of bliss escaped Stephanie’s ragged throat as we fucked. I didn’t need to hear the words thrall and slave and Master any longer—I could sense them in the shapes her lips formed as her eyes rolled back in her head and another titanic orgasm took her. She was cumming now almost as often as she’d been during the branding process; it felt like every thrust into her undead pussy made her clit throb and her body lose control.

I leaned in close, pinning her against the wall with my strength. The tingle in my balls turned into a full-on rush, and I knew a few more hard thrusts would take me to the peak and beyond.

Her eyes begged me for it. Her naughty tongue licked her lips, and her body trembled beneath mine. I was so fucking close…!

With inches to go before the peak, Stephanie’s hand circled my wrist. I thought she was going to remove my fingers from her throat, but she merely loosened one: freeing my thumb and pulling it between her eager, pouty lips. She sucked the digit greedily, groaning with every bit of volume she could muster.

A flare of pain shot through my thumb.

Stephanie had just bitten me!

I nearly slapped her, but she probably would have just liked that. Even as my brain processed the pain, it was already adding it to the torrential pleasure coursing through my loins. I hit the point of no return and crashed right through, my cock swelling bigger and thicker inside of Stephanie’s channel as I lost control. My thrusts lost their rhythm, and I focused on burying myself as deep and hard as I could inside of her to shoot my load.

At the very last second, I pulled out. My cock spurted thick ropes of cream all over the vampire’s bare ass, unloading the nectar of my balls as fireworks exploded behind my eyes. I grunted and groaned, watching as streaks of seed sprayed so far they landed in Stephanie’s cleavage, a few lucky drops making it all the way to her neck.

The vampire’s free hand wrapped around the base of my cock, pumping it through the rest of my orgasm. Stephanie milked me dry, squeezing me until every last drop of liquid lava was out of my balls and all over her undead body where it belonged.

Was it where my seed belonged, though?

I’d wanted to blow my load inside of her so badly. It was a bad idea, though—even in vampire form, there was no telling how fertile she might be. We’d have to discuss birth control before I started shooting ropes in her pussy, no matter how hot the thought made me.

“Thank you, Dark Lord,” Stephanie murmured. Her words reached me from a great distance, and I realized belatedly that she’d slipped my grip and was now sitting on the couch with my cock in her face. “That’s right, give it all to me, Master. Every last drop…”

When I looked down, there were streaks of cream glazing Stephanie’s face. It was hard to tell, because she was so fucking pale—the semen actually had more color than her skin. More of it oozed between her breasts, soaking deep into her cleavage.

I blinked, then cupped the side of Stephanie’s face. Gently, I guided her warm, wet mouth onto my prick so she could suck me clean. It was a risk, because she had those fucking fangs, but as she slurped up my load and worked her tongue around my crown, it was a risk I was glad to have taken. Fuck, that felt awesome.

Finally, Stephanie pulled back. Her eyes still shone with lust and devotion, but the orbs were no longer red. A healthy glow had returned to her skin, and her leather corset had vanished, replaced with the t-shirt she’d been wearing before I branded her.

She was human once more. The Blood Witch had fled—for now.

“Welcome back,” I said, running my thumb along her lip. She’d bit herself with one of her fangs in her earlier eagerness, and blood still dripped from the wound. “You look like you had a fun time.”

Wonder filled Stephanie’s face. “That… fuck me,” she whispered. “That was incredible. Is that what it’s like for Fliss and Charlie, too?”

“You’ll have to ask them,” I said. My legs trembled from aftershocks of pleasure, and I knew I needed to sit down. I tried not to look too obviously drained as I took a seat back on the couch and pulled up my boxers. “They didn’t have any complaints.”

Stephanie grinned. “I’m sure we’ll have a long conversation about it,” the goth girl said, snuggling up against me. “Fuck, you were totally unhinged, weren’t you? From what the words said, I knew my blood would have an effect on you. I didn’t know it would turn you into a fucking monster…”

I would have been offended if I didn’t already know that Stephanie meant it in a good way.

“Yeah, that was fucking crazy,” I agreed. I pulled the goth girl to me and was gratified to find that her curves fit against me perfectly. No sign of my load remained on her face, and I felt certain the streaks of cum I’d fired all over her ass had similarly disappeared. I wondered what happened to them in the transformation, but not enough to ask. “I liked it, though. What else can you do?”

A faint smile spread across Stephanie’s face. “I see how it is,” she purred, raking my chest with her nails through my shirt. “First you fuck my brains out, now you want to know about my powers.”

She didn’t sound offended, so I decided to push it. “That’s right,” I growled, grabbing a handful of her ass. “Don’t act like you don’t like it. I felt the way your pussy clenched around me.”

A little shudder traveled through Stephanie’s body. “I did,” she admitted, her tone heated. “Do me a favor. Don’t tell Charlie?”

Hmm? “Your secret’s safe with me,” I assured her. “Why, though?”

Stephanie’s pale cheeks flushed with heat, and she suddenly became very interested in staring at the wallpaper. “She’s always telling me to stand up for myself,” she whispered, nibbling her bottom lip. “Not to let people at the Fortress walk all over me, or call me names. I wouldn’t call her a feminist, exactly, but she’s definitely got a girl power streak.”

“I see.”

“So finding out that her special project gets off on being degraded might be… you know, a shock.” Stephanie finished, burying her face against my chest. “I’m totally into it, though, and we can keep doing it.”

“Sure,” I said, chuckling internally. I thought Stephanie was going to be surprised just how much Charlie did like her submissive nature. I’d seen the way my childhood best friend treated Fliss in the bedroom—once she found out her former employee got off on it, she was going to be all over the goth girl like white on rice.

But I’d let Stephanie discover that for herself.

“It’s not a problem,” I told her. “I want you to be comfortable with this arrangement. All three of you, honestly. I care about you girls. A lot.”

“I know,” Stephanie said, smiling. “I can see it whenever you look at Charlie and Fliss. I can see it in the way you’re looking at me right now.”

I sure hoped so.

“My powers!” Steph said, perking up suddenly. “Shit, you wanted me to tell you what the glowing words said about them.”

I nodded. “Charlie and Fliss will be back in a few minutes,” I said, gesturing at the door with my chin. They were probably on their way back right now—likely they’d started heading in our direction as soon as they saw the trailer was no longer rocking. “They didn’t get any ‘powers’ that I’m aware of. What did the Archon System give you?”

Stephanie frowned. “Well, I can feed my allies my blood,” she said, looking down at the finger she’d punctured with a fang. The wound had already healed up, as smooth as if she’d never broken the skin. “It’s supposed to give them a boost—increase their strength, give them temporary damage protection, stuff like that.”

“And it makes them fuck like a beast,” I said, grinning. “I’m kind of tempted to see what would happen if you fed me, Charlie and Fliss before we hopped into bed together…”

A worried little look flickered across Stephanie’s face. “It weakens me, though,” she whispered, her eyes going back and forth. “I could feel it when you drank from me. Just a little, but I know if I did it more, it would take a lot out of me. In the bedroom, that would be okay—but in the middle of a fight, I’d better stick to just powering up you.”

Personally, I thought that was a waste of resources. If Stephanie’s vampiric blood could turn one of us into a berserker, I’d just assume she do it to either the Valkyrie or the Noir Knight. Both of them were much bigger ass kickers than me. They were the strength, I was the strategy.

“I’m assuming you can get a little bit of that back if you drink someone else’s blood, though,” I said, holding up my own thumb. Unlike Steph, my wound hadn’t healed—it looked like a kitchen cut, but both of us knew it was anything but. “Is that the case?”

I’d thought Stephanie had blushed before! “Yeah,” she admitted, hugging me tight. “I can drink blood for a power boost when I’m in Blood Witch form. It also, um… well, I think it does to me what drinking my blood did to you…”

“Makes you lose control?” I suggested.

Stephanie nodded. “That last orgasm, after I bit you, was super intense,” she said, practically panting just from the memory of it. “I think the Blood Witch doesn’t just get powers from blood—she actually gets high on it.”

I nodded. It was interesting that Stephanie referred to herself in the third person when she talked about her transformation, almost as if the Blood Witch was a different person. Neither Charlie nor Fliss ever spoke about their classes in such a manner. I made a mental note to ask my other two women about it later.

“We’ll have to do some testing there, too,” I said with a chuckle. “What’s the third power?”

“Oh.” Stephanie had almost forgotten. “Hypnosis.”

I blinked. “Excuse me?”

The goth girl chuckled, then drew herself up and did her best Count Dracula impression. “Look into my eyes,” she drawled, sounding like a Transylvanian transplant.

She made it to the end of the line before breaking down in a fit of giggles.

“You know!” She said, playfully punching me on the shoulder. “Vampires can do that shit. It said it’s a low-level power, whatever that means, so it probably only works on people without a lot of will. But who knows? It might help us out.”

It just might. I could see Stephanie using her hypnotic powers on guards or other flunkies, getting them out of our way without having to resort to combat. In fact, the more I thought about her set of powers, the more I was beginning to have a realization about the kind of class the Blood Witch was.

“You’re like me,” I said, my hand still on her ass.

Stephanie cocked an eyebrow. “Hmm?”

“You’re not a damage dealer,” I said, thinking it through as I spoke. “None of your powers revolve around kicking ass and taking names—they’re all support abilities, based around buffing the team and taking out low-level threats.” I put a thumb against my chin, musing. “I bet you can even heal injuries with your blood,” I said, picturing it.

“Maybe.” Stephanie looked impressed. “The next time someone on the team gets banged up, I’ll have to transform and try it.” Then she grinned. “Or maybe just the next time someone on the team gets banged.”

A knock on the door cut off whatever clever reply I’d been planning to make. Neither Stephanie nor I moved: we both knew who it was.

“Welcome to the team!” Charlie giggled, stepping into the living room. Fliss entered behind her, both of them grinning like schoolgirls as they looked for any signs of that ‘freshly fucked’ look on Stephanie and me. “Fuck, it’s so nice to say that!”

“Did you have fun?” Fliss didn’t look as manic as Stephanie, but both of them were pleased as punch to see the goth girl so close to me and so comfortable with my touch. “We saw the trailer shaking, so you must have. What kind of powers did you get?”

“Where’s your brand?” Charlie added, wiggling her eyebrows. Wait, don’t tell me—we will guess. Or maybe you could show it to us?”

Stephanie looked like she wanted to. But we’d already spent too much time out of ‘cover’, so to speak. As much as a red-hot foursome with the members of my squad appealed to my sense of self-worth and my masculine pride, I’d gotten off plenty hard and good with Stephanie. I could wait for more until we were back in the Stronghold, safe behind the wards that protected us from demons and angels alike.

“She’ll be happy to tell you all about it soon enough,” I said with a yawn. Stephanie slid away from me as I rose from the couch and stretched, and when I turned around, she had Charlie’s hands in hers and was giggling up a storm. “Before we do any of that, we ought to show Steph the Stronghold. We need to register her, and we should get her used to her new digs if she decides she’d rather crash there than in this trailer…”

“The Stronghold?” Stephanie asked, her brows furrowing together. “What’s that?”

Before Fliss could answer, a snippet of the Animal Crossing soundtrack filled the trailer. Charlie gave a little start, then reached into the pocket of her jeans and pulled out her cell phone. It was ringing. Fliss had an amused look on her face, while Stephanie didn’t look surprised. That made sense. She’d worked with Charlie for months, maybe years—she’d heard her cell phone go off unexpectedly before.

“Hello?” Charlie held up a hand, asking us to be quiet as she rose from the couch. “Yes, this is she. What’s going on?”

I couldn’t make out the voice on the other end of the line. It sounded male—probably a member of the clean-up crew we’d hired to help take care of the mess Lilim and her cronies made of the Fortress of Solitude. Honestly, I was a little surprised this was the first time they’d called. Usually efforts like this required a lot more coordination.

“Yes,” Charlie said, nodding. “I… what!?”

Her voice came out strangled. The color drained from her face, making her look even paler than Stephanie. The hand holding the phone began to shake, and I knew something was seriously wrong.

I was up and off the couch in an instant. “What is it?”

Charlie was already shaking her head. “Yes, um… thank you for telling me. We’ll be there right away. Yes, yes, I understand…”

She said a few more platitudes then hung up the line. When she turned to the rest of us, her face was ashen.

“There’s been an accident,” Charlie whispered. “At the Fortress of Solitude.”


Chapter Twelve

It was even worse than I was afraid of.

There was no question of how we’d get to the Fortress of Solitude. Time was of the essence, so we’d made the decision to blink over to the store using our Recall ability, rather than driving the truck across town. Since our portals were all currently keyed to the Fortress of Solitude, we had to solve a quick little logic puzzle in order to find a way to get there.

What ended up working was this: Fliss opened a portal, forming a tunnel in the air with the Stronghold on the other end. This made her portal’s checkpoint into Stephanie’s trailer, rather than the Fortress of Solitude, but it didn’t affect anyone else’s abilities. All of us piled through the portal, Stephanie in my arms just in case, and she got to spend about ten seconds looking around in awe at our underground fortress before Charlie opened her portal back to the Fortress of Solitude.

“This place is amazing,” the goth girl whispered as we hopped through the second portal. “I want you to fuck my brains out in every room in this cave, Jaxon Bryant.”

She’d said it quietly enough that only I heard. Hearing something that dirty from a girl as cute as Stephanie was about the only silver lining to what was shaping up to be a very, very bad day.

As fast as we’d been, the fire trucks still beat us. A pair of them sat in the parking lot of the Fortress of Solitude as our group stepped through the portal, and were busy spraying tons of water all over the smoldering store. Smoke poured from the windows of the Fortress, but the worst of the blaze looked to have already been extinguished.

I didn’t need to be a property surveyor to know a total loss when I saw it.

“No!” Charlie shrieked.

She ran across the parking lot, heedless of the flames, and probably would have raced right through the big double doors of the store if the foreman of the cleaning crew we hired hadn’t intercepted her. He was a big man, with a barrel chest and a long beard, and he looked horrified but not shocked by Charlie’s behavior.

“Lady, you can’t go in there!” the foreman cried. He had one of Charlie’s wrists in his hand and was trying to grab the other before she could twist away. “The building’s on fire!”

“Let me go!” Charlie roared. Her skin darkened, and her ears began to lengthen. If the foreman didn’t relax his grip, she was going to become the Noir Knight and throw him across the parking lot. “I have to save the store!”

Shit. Charlie turning into a dark elf in front of two dozen witnesses was exactly what we needed to turn this disaster into a catastrophe.

I ran after her, looking around as I raced to catch up. In addition to the fire trucks, a pair of cop cars squatted at the edge of the parking lot. Plainclothes officers, which meant they weren’t expecting to arrest anybody, but it still filled me with a deep sense of unease. What if this hadn’t been an accident?

“Charlie, babe!” I caught up with her just in time. The smoke and the flames hid the worst of Charlie’s transformation, but what she’d done so far already made her look barely human. I just hoped the foreman would dismiss it as a stress-induced hallucination later, a product of getting too much smoke in his eyes. “Calm down! Right now!”

By some miracle, she listened. Charlie let go of the foreman and grabbed me instead, her skin lightening and her ears going back to normal as she released the half-finished transformation. She looked from me to the blaze, then back, her eyes bubbling over with tears.

“It’s gone,” she said, her chin trembling. “Dad’s store. My life’s work. It’s gone, Jax!”

I did the only thing I could think of to do. I held her tight.

More members of the cleanup crew surrounded us. They’d frozen up in the moment, probably frightened by the transformation they only half-believed they saw. Now that Charlie was just a frightened girl again, they clustered around us to keep her from bolting into the flames.

“The place was on fire when we got here,” the foreman said in a low voice. “We called the fire department right away. The cops just showed up a few minutes ago.”

I listened. Charlie didn’t.

“Who the fuck did this!?” she growled, her face buried in my chest. “Who would want to hurt us this badly, Jax?”

A wave of sadness washed over me. I wasn’t as tied to the Fortress of Solitude as Charlie was, but it was a huge part of my upbringing. I had a lot of good memories associated with this store, and with the woman currently in my arms. Now that store was burning to the ground.

As if summoned by the thought, a chunk of the Fortress’s roof collapsed. Firefighters roared at each other, retreating from the blaze and re-aiming the big hoses on their trucks. I held Charlie tighter so she wouldn’t see.

“It’s okay,” I told Charlie, my hand between her shoulder blades. “I’m right here, sweetheart. We’ll fix it, okay? Together.”

Charlie sniffed hugely. “It’s not the same,” she said, her face still buried in my chest. “The Fortress… it was one of a kind. All that stuff. All those things I worked so hard to take care of, to build…”

Suddenly she stiffened. Charlie’s head shot up, her eyes bloodshot and her cheeks streaked with tears.

“Jax,” she said, a note of horror in her voice. “You don’t think the fire got the room under the store too, do you?”

Oh shit. I hadn’t even thought of that. Her father’s treasure trove, the second biggest stockpile of occult artifacts after the museum run by the fabled Ed and Lorraine Warren—all of that lay hidden in a secret cellar underneath the Fortress of Solitude. Hell, it was half the reason the Fortress even existed. If the fire had managed to get down there…

It couldn’t have, I told myself. That place is separate from the store proper—it’s behind a hidden wall and at the end of a hidden tunnel. Plus there’s the wards…

Wards that were designed to protect the stockpile from demons, angels, and all other manner of supernatural threats.

But what about fire?

“It’s fine,” I told Charlie, wishing I felt as certain as I sounded. “I’m sure of it.”

Charlie was shaking her head. “If all that burned,” she said, clutching the side of her head with a manic expression, “then… then all my Dad’s work is gone. It’s like losing him all over again, Jax…”

I understood. I cared a lot about Charlie’s dad, too. He was almost like a father to me.

“It’ll be okay,” I told Charlie, holding her tight. “You’ve got insurance, right? We’ll rebuild the place. It’ll be even better than it was before. You’ll see.”

So I said. But I could tell that Charlie wasn’t one hundred percent on board.

Before I could say anything else about it, Fliss and Stephanie joined us. The former was more interested in Charlie and her pain, while the latter stared at the blaze with a forlorn expression. Even though she’d just been an employee, Steph was losing a lot here, too.

“What the hell happened?” Stephanie muttered. “How… who would possibly do this?”

I thought I had a pretty good idea.

The Obsidian Eye.

We’d given them the slip outside of the diner. But like Mia said, there were two whole squads of Eye troops outside of the city now, looking for us or any trace of our hiding place. What if they’d found something in the diner that led back to us? Maybe Stephanie had already bought something to eat and paid with a card or signed a slip. Maybe the Eye’s cronies had ways to magically trace us, using scrying spells or something similar.

The method didn’t matter. Just the results.

If they’d found out about me and my harem, they might know about the Fortress of Solitude. But if that were the case, then why burn the damned building down? Wouldn’t it have made more sense to keep an eye on the place until we showed up?

None of this made any sense.

Two police officers made their way over to us. One was an older white guy, while the other was an Asian woman maybe a year or two older than Charlie and I. Both of them wore severe expressions and carried weapons at their hips despite their plainclothes appearance.

“Miss Reed?” the female cop asked. “My name is Detective Tanaka. This is my partner, Detective Ballard. We’d like to talk to you about your store.”

Charlie sniffed hugely, then turned herself away from me with an effort. She stayed holding onto me, though, using me for both physical and moral support.

“Who did this, Detective?” Charlie asked. “What the fuck happened to my store?”

The vehemence in her voice made Detective Tanaka’s eyes widen. She didn’t take a step backwards, but I could tell she was chiding herself for how close she’d come to it.

“We were hoping you could answer a few questions,” the woman said, putting a hand on her hip. “If you could come down to the station, that would be easiest for all of us—”

No. Hell no.

“She’s not going anywhere with you,” I said, putting a hand on Charlie’s lower back. It was possessive, but fuck it—I’d earned the right to be a little possessive. “We can answer your questions right here, Detective Tanaka. Unless you and your partner have some reason to arrest my girlfriend on the worst day of her life?”

Tanaka and Ballard shared a glance. The older man shook his head almost imperceptibly, then took a step forward.

“Listen, I think we might have gotten off on the wrong foot,” the man said gruffly. “No one’s accusing you of anything, Miss Reed. We’re just trying to get to the bottom of this.” Abruptly, he turned his attention to me. “And you are, sir?”

That was one question I had no trouble answering. “Jaxon Bryant,” I said. I didn’t need to elaborate—the way I held Charlie made it perfectly clear what the relationship was between the two of us.

“Thank you, Mr. Bryant.” Detective Ballard looked through the front gates of the Fortress, sighing. The flames were just about out now, though you wouldn’t have known it from how hard the fire trucks pummeled the building with water. “What a mess, huh?”

“You said it,” I agreed.

“It’s all ruined,” Charlie whispered, her expression collapsing once more. Hot tears streamed down her cheeks, and she began to sob. “Dad! Dad, I’m so sorry…!”

I held her closer. “The store belonged to her father,” I said, directing it to both of the detectives. “He left it to her in his will when he died. Keeping this place running is her connection to the old man…”

That bit about the will was sidestepping a whole lot of unpleasantness—unpleasantness that had kept Charlie and I out of each other’s lives for nearly seven years. But Detectives Ballard and Tanaka didn’t need to know anything about that.

“I see,” the Detective said, nodding. “Listen, I just have a couple of questions. I know it probably feels like we’re trying to railroad you or something like that, but we really do want to get to the bottom of this. To find out if this was an accident, or something more.”

“The Fortress was already smashed up before the fire,” Detective Tanaka added. She had her arms crossed, and she was staring daggers at me, probably because she was still mad at herself for getting intimidated earlier. She wasn’t a bad-looking woman, but not my type. “How did that happen?”

I opened my mouth, but Charlie cut me off. “Vandals,” she said, letting me go and whirling on Detective Tanaka. “Someone smashed up my store, Detective. Broke the windows, broke the locks on the door—it’s a miracle they didn’t steal everything that wasn’t bolted down! But you’d know that already, if you did your fucking job! Now they’ve come back and burnt the place to the fucking ground!”

This time, Detective Tanaka did take a step back. I was tempted to do the same—I’d never seen Charlie so angry before. The rage in her voice burned almost as hot as the flames that had engulfed the Fortress of Solitude.

“Yui,” Detective Ballard said softly. “Go back to the squad car and call this in.”

That must have been Detective Tanaka’s first name, because she reacted to it as if she’d been slapped. “The store—”

“Go,” the other Detective said firmly. “Call it in.”

With a frown, Detective Tanaka departed.

“I’m sorry about all that,” Ballard said once his partner was gone. “She’s new to the force. A transfer from upstate. Came highly recommended, but obviously, she still has a few things to learn about social graces.”

“I’ll say,” I growled.

Detective Ballard pulled out an old-school notepad. It was already covered with marks, and he pulled out a pencil to add a few more.

“You believe that the same people who vandalized your store came back to set the fire,” the Detective said. “I do, as well. We won’t have all the details for a while—not until forensics goes over the place with a fine-toothed comb—but the guys who were first into the building tell me there are clear signs your fire was set, not accidental.”

“Signs?”

“Accelerant,” Detective Ballard said with a shrug. “Someone threw gasoline all over the joint, Mr. Bryant.” He looked from me to Charlie and back again. “Do you have any enemies, Miss Reed?”

I managed not to laugh. Just barely. If he only knew…

“No,” Charlie said, her lips a tight little line. “No one I can think of.”

Detective Ballard nodded as if this didn’t surprise him. “No former employees who might harbor a grudge? Other businesses in this strip mall who complained about the noise, the light pollution, anything like that?”

“Light… pollution?” Charlie stared at the man as if he’d grown a second head. “No, nothing like that. Not at all. And the only employee I’ve got is standing right next to me.” She gestured at Stephanie.

“I see.” Detective Ballard turned to Stephanie, sizing her up. Most men would have let their gaze linger for a bit on the goth girl’s curves, but this guy was all business. He was in Detective Mode—right now, my women were about as sexy as stones to him. “And you were with your boss when she got the call about the damage to the Fortress, miss…?”

“Stephanie,” Steph whispered. “Stephanie Cottrell.”

“Miss Cottrell,” the Detective said, making a few marks on his pad. “Seems like you were all having quite the shindig. What was this, some sort of staff meeting you were all attending off site?”

Both Stephanie and Charlie opened their mouths. I felt certain that conflicting, contradictory stories were about to come falling out of their mouths, and that when they did, Detective Ballard would sniff them out like a bloodhound. We really hadn’t done anything wrong, but there was a hell of a lot we were hiding. Like the diner, and the trailer park, and how we managed to move between them faster than humanly possible. A whole lot of shit that would have been a major pain to explain to the police.

“I…” Charlie began.

Stephanie stuttered. “You see, we…”

Suddenly the Detective held up a hand. “Hold on. They’ve got something.”

I turned. A pair of firefighters were coming out of the front doors of the Fortress of Solitude, dressed in heavy flame-resistant suits and oxygen masks. Between them they held a flat black object that resembled a suitcase, each of them holding it with a single hand. Bits of smoke and ash fell from them as they made their way across the parking lot.

They stopped in front of us and set the object down. It was surprisingly heavy, and both men grunted a little bit as they set it down on the asphalt. Up close, it wasn’t a suitcase at all, but a kind of portable storage locker. Scorch marks covered it, but whatever lay inside was presumably untouched.

One of the men stepped forward, pulling back his oxygen mask. Underneath was a shockingly young face, with a short goatee of blonde hair.

“Safety deposit box,” the firefighter said, patting the top of the black object. “We pulled it out of the office. Everything around it got burnt up, but the box itself is fine.”

The second firefighter turned to Detective Ballard, speaking through his mask. “No casualties,” he said, his voice muffled by his outfit. “We didn’t find anyone inside.”

Detective Ballard relaxed. I hadn’t realized until that moment how tense the man had been—belatedly, it hit me that he’d been worried to find out they were dealing with a murder case, and not a simple act of vandalism.

“Good,” the Detective said. “Good.” His previous line of questioning failed to rematerialize; it was as if it had just fallen out of the back of his head. I wasn’t about to jog his memory.

“We’ll let you take a look through that,” the firefighter who’d taken his mask off said, nodding at the safety deposit box. “Hopefully you’ve got everything you need in the box. Insurance claims and stuff like that…”

He trailed off, clearly expecting an answer. Charlie just stared at the box dully, as if she’d never seen it before in her life.

“It’s good,” she finally said, snapping to attention like a woman leaving a trance. “Thank you so much.”

The firefighter smiled. “You’re welcome. If you’ll excuse me…”

The two men took Detective Ballard a short distance away. Giving him the details, no doubt, I thought, acid churning in my gut. I was glad that the Detective didn’t believe we had anything to do with torching the Fortress of Solitude. But he was still asking difficult questions—questions whose answers would have forced me to tell a member of law enforcement about the Archon System.

If he thinks we had anything to do with this after seeing Charlie, then he’s mad, I told myself. If Charlie was faking her horrified reaction to seeing the Fortress of Solitude on fire, then she was the world’s best actress.

“I didn’t know you had a safety deposit box,” Stephanie said.

Charlie glanced over at the trio of figures, making sure they were far enough away that we wouldn’t be overheard. “That’s because I don’t,” she whispered.

What!?

“I’ve never seen that box before in my life,” Charlie muttered. She looked at the thing like it was a live cobra someone had dumped in our laps, and I couldn’t help but feel the same way. “I can tell you it wasn’t in my office two days ago, the last time I was here. Someone planted it in the Fortress.”

Who the fuck would do a thing like that?

The same person who’d lit the store on fire, no doubt.

We all stared at the flat black case. “So what do you think it is?” Fliss finally asked.

“Drugs,” Stephanie whispered, her voice filled with disdain. “Either that, or illegal guns. Whoever did this is trying to plant shit, trying to get those cops to arrest you…”

But Charlie was already shaking her head. “I don’t think so,” she said, her voice still stunned with shock. “I think this is a message.”

I was forced to agree.

I went over and lifted the safe deposit box. Those two firefighters weren’t lying about it being heavy. One-handed, I could barely get the thing off of the ground. I could carry it like a suitcase, but only for a minute or two before I’d have to set it back down.

Thinking it over, I looked from one member of my harem to the other. The burning of the Fortress had left me so upset that only now did it really hit me that I had three harem girls now, three women who loved me with their whole hearts and would follow me anywhere. That was a damned good feeling.

I just wished I had the time to enjoy it.

Later, I promised myself. Once all this is over.

Then I looked at the burning wreck of the Fortress. When would any of this ever be over? From where I was standing, it was only just beginning.

“Alright,” I said, hefting the suitcase as best as I was able. “We ought to take this back to the Stronghold before we open it, yeah? Just to make sure no one else sees what’s inside.”

Charlie nodded numbly. “Sounds like a plan,” she said, tears streaming down her face as she stared at the ruined front of the Fortress of Solitude. “We’ll definitely want to be behind some wards before we open that box, just to be on the safe side. I just… just…”

I set the safety deposit box back down and went to her. With a sob, Charlie threw herself back into my arms.

“I just can’t take it,” she whispered. “All Dad’s work. It’s like I’m watching him die all over again. And there’s nothing I can do about it!”

I’d never seen Charlie like this before. She was normally such a bubbly, positive person. Even when the two of us were separated for such a long time, I’d catch myself thinking ‘what would Charlie say?’ in various situations, in order to keep from beating myself up or being overly negative.

This attack had hurt her. Badly. I felt awful for her, even as I too grieved the loss of the Fortress of Solitude.

One thing was for sure, though.

The people who’d done this were going to pay.


Chapter Thirteen

I waited for most of the crowd to disperse before activating my Recall ability. I wanted to make sure no one noticed us leaving—especially Detective Ballard or his partner, the nosy Officer Tanaka. Even though they claimed to be on our side, I still didn’t trust the police. Some of Ballard’s questions had been too probing for comfort, and there was always the possibility that the local authorities had been compromised by the Obsidian Eye.

When Ballard went back to his squad car to check on his partner, I made my move. The portal sizzled through the air like a zipper going down, and my women and I hustled through like our lives depended on it. I carried the safety deposit box in my arms instead of Stephanie, but Fliss had a good grip on the goth girl, just in case.

The Stronghold was just as we’d left it. Stephanie oohed and ahhed over the various accommodations we had in our secret underground lair, and she reacted with an appropriate amount of shock when she was told that we were all the way at the South Pole. By the time Fliss finished giving her the ten-cent tour, I felt pretty certain that Stephanie considered this place her new home. She’d probably run back to the trailer park a time or two in order to get her stuff, but she’d be living with us from now on.

Which was a bit of a surprise. Until recently, I hadn’t thought we’d really be living here at all.

The change in my women was noticeable once we arrived at the Stronghold. Though Fliss and Charlie were still broken up as hell about the Fortress of Solitude, there was an air of relaxation to their movements that hadn’t been there before. They knew we were safe behind our wards, in our place of power, and that right here, right now, we were safe.

It boggled my mind, but Charlie and Fliss actually looked happy to be at the Stronghold. For women who’d insisted until recently that they’d only spend a night here every now and then, this was a massive change. I didn’t question it, since I knew the reason why.

It took a while for anyone to broach the topic of the safety deposit box. Only once we’d had food and drink, and Stephanie had a chance to shower and get a new set of clothing (the dispenser gave her robes that made her look even more goth than before, to her delight and my other women’s puzzlement) did Charlie finally bring up the topic.

“We should open the box,” she said, glancing down into the depths of her after-dinner cup of coffee. “See what the bad guys left for us.”

She hadn’t sounded the same since we’d gotten here. Something was broken inside of Charlie, twisted out of joint by the sight of the Fortress of Solitude in flames. Sure, it wasn’t technically her childhood home, but it meant just as much to her as that.

It was going to be a while before we had our sunny, upbeat Charlie back. Anything I could do to help that happen faster, I was down for.

We gathered in the dining hall. I dragged the heavy box from the entrance hall, taking it past both the rows of heroic statues framing the foyer. The thing felt as if it had gotten even heavier, as if that were possible.

“Here we are,” I said, setting the box down on the long table. My women sat around it, watching the black square with trepidation. Fliss had her elbows on the table, while Stephanie was biting her nails. Only Charlie seemed unmoved, watching the device with the same lack of comprehension she was giving to everything lately. “You ready?”

The women nodded. The box had a simple fingerprint lock: my digits didn’t open it, but Charlie’s did. Whoever had left the box in her office knew it would.

The thing popped open like a suitcase. No drugs or guns were inside. Instead, there was a laptop computer.

It looked old. It had been tied down to the bottom of the box with strips of Velcro, held in place so that being carried wouldn’t mess it up. Someone had affixed a little post-it note to the top with an instruction in script: TURN ME ON!

I stared at the note.

“This is a trap,” Stephanie said flatly. “That thing’s going to explode when we turn it on, or release poison gas into the room. No way it’s an actual computer.”

Fliss counseled caution as well. “At the very least, we should move this thing into a shielded area,” she said, putting a thumb against her chin. “Build a Faraday cage or something similar, to keep this thing from phoning home and informing whoever gave it to us of our position. Even if it doesn’t explode, it still might be a trap—”

Charlie scooted forward and grabbed the open box with both hands. She dragged it to the edge of the table, flipped the laptop open, and pushed the power button.

All of us stared.

The blonde shrugged. “Fuck it,” Charlie said, shaking her head. “What’s the worst that can happen? You three would have spent a whole hour arguing before doing exactly what I’m doing right now.”

Charlie sounded angry. And bitter. I understood that she’d been through a lot, but that didn’t give her license to be a bitch to my other harem girls.

“Charlie,” I said, a note of warning in my tone.

The blonde held up a hand. “I know,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. I’m just… I’m really fucking worn out right now, Jax. There’s only so much I can handle at one time.”

With a nod, I evicted Fliss from her position next to Charlie. I took the seat on the bench next to her and embraced her from the side, just letting her know I was there.

“I know, babe,” I said, forgiving her in my mind. “It’s okay. After this, you should get some rest, okay?”

Charlie didn’t respond. Her fingers flew over the keys, booting up the laptop. It wasn’t running Windows, and it was nowhere near new enough to be on OSX. Some weirdo version of Linux, maybe?

The desktop was about as simple as it was possible for a desktop to be—even Windows 98 would have had more bells and whistles. Other than the home bar, there was only one icon on the screen: a video file, simply marked “1.mp4.”

“I guess we play the movie,” I said, leaning forward. “Wait. This thing’s not connected to the Internet, is it?”

“I’m not sure,” Charlie muttered, tapping a few keys. “I’ve never seen a computer like this before—it’s no operating system I’ve ever used…”

Suddenly Fliss was at my side. “May I?”

Charlie dutifully scooted the safety deposit box over a bit. Within the span of a few key presses, Fliss had a settings menu up and running. She leafed through a few options, settling on a page showing information about the laptop’s wireless card.

“How the fuck did you do that?” Stephanie asked.

Fliss shrugged. “It’s just Debian,” she said, like we all should have seen that immediately. “A really, really stripped down version of Debian, but still the genuine article.”

Charlie frowned. “Debian?”

“Linux,” I said, shaking my head. I’d guessed it, but I hadn’t realized Fliss was that kind of nerd. “The stuff that powers servers. Everything runs on it, from computerized billboards to vending machines.”

“The Traverse Museum uses a flavor of it on their computerized archive,” Fliss explained, tapping through more settings. “Some grognard set it up back in the late 90’s, and the museum never updated it. I had to memorize so many keyboard shortcuts…”

She kept on tapping. After a few seconds, she opened up an old-school terminal and started inputting commands that way. Text scrolled across the screen, and Fliss nodded.

“Huh,” she said. “That’s weird.”

“What is?” I asked.

Stephanie snorted. “Shit. This whole thing is weird…”

Fliss pointed at the screen. “The laptop has wireless connectivity, but it’s been shut down,” she explained. “Forcibly. I can reactivate it with a couple of keystrokes, but I wouldn’t do that until I fully understood what it was I was doing.”

“That’s good,” I said. “Right?”

Fliss nodded. “Yeah, but it’s an incredibly weird way of doing things,” she said. “Most of the time, a device is either connected to the Internet or it’s not. This is like…”

She trailed off. “What?” I asked.

Fliss cleared her throat before she spoke, like she wasn’t sure if she was going to sound crazy or not. “Like someone wants to give us the option to connect this thing to the Internet or not,” she said, her face telling me exactly how absurd she thought that explanation was. “Like they expect us to make some kind of a decision.”

Huh. Interesting.

“Let’s watch the video,” I said. “Maybe that’ll have some answers.”

“Should I get the replicator to pop us some popcorn?” Stephanie asked.

Fliss rolled her eyes and laughed. “It’s not a replicator,” she said, her tone quietly scolding. “It’s called the Cornucopia.”

Steph shrugged. “It’s a machine that makes whatever food and drink you want, and makes it forever. That’s Star Trek, as far as I’m concerned.”

“Enough,” I said. I didn’t feel like having a nerd argument right now. Not when Charlie was hurting. “Video.”

Fliss opened the video, then set it to full screen. A logo of an eye filled the laptop’s screen, gently rotating in a slow, menacing circle. My heart dropped into my stomach. I’d seen that logo before.

The Obsidian Eye, I thought. But of course. Who else?

The logo faded, replaced with a picture of a stark, startlingly white room. I recognized that, too—though I’d never been there myself, and only had it described to me. This was a hermetically sealed environment, a room safe from all forms of attack: be they biological, magical or spiritual. The people who lived in these rooms were called Anchorites, and they were high-level members of the Obsidian Eye: the wheelers and dealers of the occult world.

I knew one of them already. I figured I was about to see him again.

“Ah, greetings,” said a male voice.

The camera turned, and then we were all looking at him. Even though he wasn’t really there—even though this was clearly a pre-recorded video, not any sort of live stream—Fliss rocked back on her heels, and Charlie let out an angry, vicious hiss. Only Stephanie looked confused, because only Stephanie was seeing this man for the first time. This conniving bastard.

Dr. Bodekker.

If you didn’t know Dr. Bodekker, you might believe he was a harmless, eccentric old man. He certainly worked to cultivate that perception: he behaved like a mad scientist from a kid’s cartoon, his speech was filled with pauses and random exclamations. He had a short salt-and-pepper beard and hair that was the same color, along with thick Coke bottle glasses. His clothes were simple, with a standard white lab coat thrown on over his threads, but so silky and expensive that a single one of his outfits probably cost more than what Charlie was paying the cleanup crew for the Fortress of Solitude.

He was sitting at a desk in his office, covered with knick-knacks. As he settled his arms on the counter, I caught a glimpse of a solid gold wristwatch, another thing that quietly set him apart from the common people.

“Is this thing on?” Dr. Bodekker stared into the camera with a self-effacing smile, then shook his head. His locks were a little shaggier than I remembered from his hologram, as if he’d been skimping on his personal grooming in his Anchorite retreat. “The, ah, little red light is blinking, so I’m going to assume so. Hello! My name is Dr. Bodekker, and if you’re watching this, you are likely Jaxon Bryant, Felicity Anata, and any other people you’ve managed to win over to your cause. But primarily, I’m addressing this to Mr. Bryant. The, ah, hmm… Powermancer.”

My stomach dropped even further. He knows who we are, I thought, my veins turning to ice water. It shouldn’t have shocked me that the Obsidian Eye were capable of intelligence gathering, but I’d really thought we’d been more careful.

“If for any reason you are not either of those people and you happen to serve the Eye, hmm, then you have approximately five seconds to turn off this tape and return it to the proper authorities.” He waited for a five count, then recited at a rapid clip: “’One Zero Diablerie Nine Four Quarter Two Tanngrisnir.’”

What the hell?

Dr. Bodekker smiled. “That should have given you quite a nasty shock,” he said, crossing his arms over the desk. “If you’re still alive after that, you’re either authorized to watch this tape or are high enough in the Obsidian Eye to be inoculated against cognitohazardous threats.” He shrugged. “So be it.”

Cognitohazard, I thought. I remembered blood streaming from Mia’s nose whenever she tried to tell us too many of her employer’s secrets at once, and I shuddered. What kind of a bastard would use programs like that on his own employees? Ones that could kill?

“If you’re watching this tape, Mr. Bryant, then by now you’re well aware of how deep you’ve gotten yourself into things you can’t possibly understand. You’ve put yourself directly in the Obsidian Eye’s crosshairs, and you’ve made yourself an obstacle to achieving our goals. You’ve become a nuisance, ha, and I cannot abide nuisances.”

“Speak for yourself, you old bastard,” Fliss growled. She had more reason than most to hate Dr. Bodekker—her father had once treated him as a trusted friend, sharing research with him and helping him to collect some of the items in his stockpile of occult wonders. A stockpile that was possibly in flames as we spoke.

Dr. Bodekker didn’t hear her. “On the other hand, I’m forced to congratulate you,” the old man said. “You have a, hmm, knack for survival—particularly against a world that seems to be increasingly out to get you. Angels, demons, corrupted humans and humans who just happen to be corrupt—there’s quite a few enemies out there, aren’t there, Mr. Bryant? And yet, you’ve managed to keep your cool. Even thrive, depending on whom you, ha, speak with.”

He was winding me up. I could tell.

“Your resistance is, um, beautiful,” Dr. Bodekker said, spreading his hands. “Beautiful and useless. The Gates are opening, and before long Heaven and Hell will be out in the mortal realm in force. Already, the news media in your country are having to work overtime to suppress stories about attacks by angels and demons. It won’t be long now before there’s panic in the streets. Societal breakdown will soon follow, unless the people with the power to, ha, do something actually do it.”

“So do it, then,” Stephanie grumbled. “And stop talking about it!”

Again, Dr. Bodekker was in no state to reply. “I’ll be brief,” he said. The irony of saying this after several minutes of preamble wasn’t lost on me, but I let it pass. “You need the Obsidian Eye, Jaxon Bryant. And we, unfortunately, also need you.”

Charlie scoffed. “You cannot be serious,” she whispered.

But Dr. Bodekker was. “The Archon System is humanity’s birthright,” the man was saying, leaning forward at his desk until his face filled the screen. “Without it, we don’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of defeating the demonic incursion—and that’s before the hordes of angels who will soon be swooping down upon humanity’s major cities. We need the Powermancer, Jaxon Bryant.”

“He’s going to offer you a place with the Obsidian Eye,” Fliss realized. “Holy fucking shit…”

As if he’d heard what Fliss said, the Dr. Bodekker on the video suddenly sat up straighter. “Make no mistake,” he said, his hand making a chopping motion across the desk. “Given time, we would crush you, Jaxon. You and your—hmm—squad of eligible bachelorettes. The Obsidian Eye is not extending an olive branch because we cannot beat you, but because we no longer have the time we need to build a fighting force capable of safeguarding humanity against both Heaven and Hell…”

He was lying. Oh, not about the running out of time part—I could tell Dr. Bodekker was starting to sweat over that. Doubtless he’d expected to have the Archon System himself now, copied from out of my skull and given to every Anchorite working for the Obsidian Eye. But none of this was about protecting humanity.

It was about power.

The power to survive the Bellum Aeternum. Fliss knew enough about the cycles of history to see the hidden pattern in the Endless War, and she’d told me all about it. Humanity experienced Golden Ages in which technology and culture flourished, only for all of it to be smashed when the gates of Heaven and Hell opened and the war between angels and demons spilled out into the human world. The last time it happened, the great cities of legend—Atlantis, Mu, Ys—fell into the sea, lost forever along with the magical powers humanity had once considered its birthright.

We were in another Golden Age now. But by the time the Gates closed once more and humanity was left on its own, we’d be living in the post-apocalypse.

Unless someone stood up and did something about it.

Someone like me.

“Hence, I am authorized to present to you the following offer.” Dr. Bodekker didn’t look happy about this part: the expression on his face was best described as resigned, rather than enthused. “The laptop on which you’re watching this video has a very special wireless card. It can be activated via the HOME menu.”

“I knew it!” Fliss said, pumping a fist.

“Activate that signal, and the Obsidian Eye will come for you,” Dr. Bodekker explained. “Not as foes, not from opposite sides of a battlefield. But as colleagues. Even friends, perhaps.”

Charlie cocked her head to the side and spit on the floor. “Friends,” she said, her voice as bitter as a lemon. “Bastard!”

“You will join the Obsidian Eye as our vassal,” Dr. Bodekker explained. The old man made it sound like a done deal, which probably spoke to how overconfident my enemies were. “You will be granted all the rights and privileges of an Anchorite, and you and your women will be moved to a secure facility where you can aid us in our fight. The Archon System will not be taken from you. You will, in fact, be given enough experience that you will be able to constantly extend the System to the Obsidian Eye’s agents, via your special—ah—branding process.”

So that was Dr. Bodekker’s plan. If he couldn’t hunt me down and rip the Archon System out of my head, he’d put me down to pasture. I tried to imagine it: a life spent in a cloistered cell, constantly branding agents of the Obsidian Eye so they could go out and carry out the will of the Anchorites. Would they all be women? Would they all want to sleep with me?

Probably. But I didn’t want them. I didn’t want any of this.

I’d fight the Gates, but I’d do it my own way. With freedom.

“You have every right to not trust me,” Dr. Bodekker was saying. All three of the women sitting on the bench with me laughed at that, though there was no humor in any of their voices. “Nor do you have a reason to believe this olive branch is extended to you in good faith. But Mr. Bryant—people are dying. More will die, unless the Archon System is spread as far and wide as we can take it before the Bellum Aeternum engulfs the planet.” He settled back in his chair, a smug look spreading across his aged face. “Do you want that blood on your hands, Jaxon?”

Blood? On my hands? That was rich, coming from him.

“We await your response,” Dr. Bodekker said. “All you, hmm, have to do now is contact us. We will welcome you with open arms—”

The point of a rapier punctured Dr. Bodekker’s head.

I turned. At some point during the video, Charlie had embraced her transformation, becoming a curvy dark elf dressed in a chainmail bikini. The Bitch’s Blade sparkled in her fist, the sharp end of it buried in the laptop’s screen. Her lips peeled back over her teeth, revealing a growl as vicious as any attack dog.

The image on the screen sputtered, then disappeared. A bright light flashed like a thunderclap somewhere inside the computer, then the whole thing went as dead as a stone. Charlie retracted the rapier and unsummoned it, while Fliss quietly unplugged the power supply.

“That fucking monster,” Charlie growled, her gray eyes shining in the light of the dining hall. “He thinks we’re going to join him!? Ah, he makes me sick!”

Suddenly the Noir Knight was out of her seat.

I wouldn’t call what Charlie did next a tantrum, solely because I loved her and understood what she was going through. It was a hell of a thing to lose so much, especially when you didn’t know if you were about to find out you’d lost even more than you expected.

But it wasn’t womanly behavior. That’s for sure.

“Bastard!” Charlie swung her arm, summoning the Bitch’s Blade in mid-air. It cut through one of the stone benches, leaving a deep score mark across the tabletop and snapping a chair in two. “Fucker! Piece of shit on the bottom of my fucking shoe—!”

“Jax, stop her,” Fliss whispered. “She’s going to attack the Cornucopia!”

The dark elf was indeed whirling in that direction. Benches and chairs were one thing, but I had no idea how to fix the Stronghold’s food supply if something happened to it.

More than that, I needed to calm Charlie the fuck down.

I sprang from the bench, making my way across the room. Charlie was still freaking out, slamming the hooks around the Bitch’s Blade’s tip into every table, chair and piece of furniture she could find. A short distance away, the dispensers of the Cornucopia gleamed, ready and willing to create any food or drink we needed.

That our army needed.

“Charlie, babe,” I said, holding up my hands. “Calm down. It’s me. It’s Jax…”

Charlie whirled on me. For a brief moment, pure hate shone in her eyes, and I nearly crumbled. Then I remembered who I was and stood tall.

“You,” she growled, shifting the Bitch’s Blade to a two-handed grip. “You listened to all that bullshit that old bastard was spewing? Really!?”

She was accusing me of something. I wasn’t sure what, but I had a sneaking suspicion—and if she said it out loud, we were going to have some serious problems.

“Of course I listened,” I told Charlie. I refused to back down, even in the face of one seriously pissed off dark elf. “You listened, too. You wanted to hear what the bad guys had to say—”

“He offered to let you join them!” Charlie hissed. She barely looked like the woman I knew—even her face was beginning to fade into the form of the Noir Knight. Of the dark elf she commanded. “He was going to make you an Anchorite! All you had to do was push a button—push a fucking button and make it all pointless! The Fortress, the Archon System… us…”

I didn’t want to hear this anymore. “Are you going to stab me, Charlie?”

The dark elf blinked. With the slowness of a setting sun, Charlie looked down at the rapier in her hands.

The one she was pointing at my heart.

Tears brimmed in the corners of the Noir Knight’s eyes. With a disgusted look I knew was aimed directly at herself, Charlie tossed the Bitch’s Blade to the side and unsummoned it. As it vanished, she buried her face in her hands.

“I’m so fucking sorry,” she sobbed, her shoulders shaking with grief. “What… what the fuck’s gotten into me, Jax?”

I grabbed her and held her tight. She melted against me, her sobs growing so loud that they shook her entire body. When I looked to the side, Fliss and Stephanie were watching her. Both of them looked like they were on the verge of tears themselves.

“You’re angry,” I told my childhood best friend. “And you’re scared. That’s all there is to it. But I don’t hold it against you, Charlie. I never have.”

As she wept, the power ebbed from her body. By the time her eyes opened, she was back in human form, a familiar and nerdy blonde once more.

“I’m… I’m so sorry,” she said, shaking her head. She sounded like she was in shock—like she’d just realized she’d been about to leap off of a building. “Forgive me, Jax, please. I didn’t know what I was doing…”

“Don’t worry about it,” I told her. I meant that, though we’d most definitely have a talk about it later. Drawing a weapon on me wasn’t the kind of thing I could just brush under the rug—though the fact that Charlie was clearly going through some kind of temporary madness made it a little bit more understandable. “Let’s get you to bed, okay? You’ve had one hell of a day…”

Slowly, Charlie nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, that sounds good.”

It did.

As my other women watched, I carried Charlie out of the room and to bed.


Chapter Fourteen

“So that was insane,” was the first thing Fliss told me when I got back to the common room.

This room had clearly been some sort of general lounge and entertainment area back in the days of humanity’s original Golden Age. Comfortable couches dotted the room, and there was a big, constantly burning fireplace in the hearth—though God only knew what tunnels connected it to the surface of the mountain. The place had a homey atmosphere, which contrasted sharply with the worried looks on the faces of the women hanging out inside.

I sighed, my shoulders slumping. “It most certainly was.”

“How is she?” Stephanie asked.

That was a good question. I cast my memory back over the last few minutes, thinking about the whole process of getting Charlie calmed down, under the covers and into bed. It hadn’t been great, but she was finally sleeping peacefully.

“I’m not sure,” I finally said. “She’s… she’s really fucked up. She’s been through a lot today, so I can’t say I blame her.”

“Well, I can,” Fliss said with a snort. “Jax, she pointed a sword at you.”

“She wasn’t going to stab me,” I said, shaking my head. “She didn’t even realize what she was doing. She was just raging, Fliss. You saw the way her face changed when she realized what she was doing.”

Slowly, Fliss nodded. “Alright. But why the hell is she losing her mind like this, babe? And before you say she’s ‘been through some things’: so have I. I haven’t accused you of working with Dr. Bodekker, or drawn a weapon on you.”

That was a good question.

Before I could answer it, Stephanie stood up. “It’s the Fortress,” the goth girl said, frowning gently. “She can’t handle losing it.”

Fliss blinked. “I don’t understand that,” she said, sounding a little irritated. “I mean, I would be upset if the Obsidian Eye burnt my museum down. I spent a lot of time and effort putting together Traverse’s collection of ancient artifacts, and I have a lot of good memories around that place. But I wouldn’t lose my mind the way she did, Jax!”

I nodded along. “It’s not the same thing,” I said. “That store is the only thing she has to remember her Dad by. And… I almost hate to say this, because it sounds like I’m tooting my own freaking horn…”

“It’s where she met you.” Stephanie said it with a faint smile. “We know, Jax. Her childhood crush.”

A crush I hadn’t even known existed until I came back to Cedar Rapids. How I had been the blindest motherfucker who’d ever lived, and missed that Charlie was head over heels for me this whole time? I must have been a fucking idiot. Thankfully, I wasn’t that idiot any longer.

“That doesn’t excuse her tantrum,” Fliss insisted. “It might explain it, but it definitely doesn’t excuse it.”

“Oh, we are completely agreed on that score.” For the first time since we’d started this conversation, an edge of anger crept into my voice. Hearing it, both women were suddenly listening to me intently. “I might forgive Charlie, but I’m not about to forget. She’s not the one with the power in this relationship, and I’m not going to tolerate that kind of behavior. Not towards me, and not towards any of you, either.”

Fliss and Stephanie shared a look. I could tell they’d had a conversation about this before I showed up, and they were both wondering how I was going to react.

“So what are you going to do?” Stephanie asked.

I sighed. “What I want to do is take a long shower, get a blowjob, and sleep for eighteen hours,” I said, grinning at the goth girl. Either one of them looked like they’d gladly have helped me with all three. “But I’ve got work to do.”

“Work?” Fliss cocked an eyebrow.

I nodded in the direction of the entrance hall. “I’m going to back to the Fortress of Solitude,” I explained, glancing down at my watch. “It’s night, and everyone should be gone by now. Even the cleanup crew will have left.”

Fliss looked at me like I’d told her I was planning on going bowling with the Dalai Lama. “You’re leaving!?” she asked, aghast.

“I’m going to go check on the collection,” I said. “The secret one. We need to know if the fire burned it all up, or if it’s still down there, unharmed and untouched.”

I prayed it was the latter. If her inheritance really was completely destroyed, it was going to take Charlie a long, long time to recover. Having something from the stockpile with me when I came back would go a long way towards helping the Noir Knight heal.

“Jax, it’s not safe,” Fliss protested. “You don’t know what could be lurking there.”

“I’ll be gone for all of ten minutes,” I told the pair. “A quick blink to the Fortress, a walk down to the basement, and then a check over the stockpile. I’ll grab one of Charlie’s dad’s books, if any of them are still down there and in one piece. That should be the proof Charlie needs to know her stuff is okay.”

Stephanie put her hands on her hips. “You say you’re not going to let Charlie walk all over you,” the goth girl said, her eyes going hard and cold. “Yet here you are, running out to do an errand for her while she’s sleeping.”

I shook my head. Steph didn’t understand. “This isn’t for her,” I insisted, looking from one woman to the other. “It’s for me. We need those magical items. We ought to have already moved them to the Stronghold, as soon as we found out the place was behind wards.”

“I don’t understand,” Steph blurted.

“Charlie’s father got us weapons,” I explained. “The Tempest Fang and the Bitch’s Blade. They’ve saved our lives. But I don’t think those are the only things he collected on our behalf. I think that the basement is full of things that will help us understand the Archon System. That will help us understand our powers.”

Now Fliss was nodding. “So there’s another reason the Eye might have lit the building up.”

Now it was my turn to snort. “The Eye has no idea that stuff is there, otherwise they would have turned the pavement to glass for fifty feet in all directions,” I said. “People like Dr. Bodekker don’t share power. If I’d actually agreed to that stupid deal of his, I’d have found a tranquilizer dart in my neck and a lobotomy scheduled under my name faster than you could say ‘Game Over’.” I shook my head, allowing some of the worry I felt to show in my face. “That’s the part that freaks me out the most. Charlie being upset I can understand—but what possessed her to accuse me of working with that freak?”

“I’m not sure,” Fliss said, her voice hard. “We’re going to have to have a very long talk with her about that when she wakes up.”

Both women shared another look. Belatedly, I realized they’d already talked about all of this, too, while I was taking care of Charlie. I could see it in their eyes—they were thinking something so fucked up it was practically forbidden.

The awful words formed in the back of my mind.

Can you really trust Charlie?

If the Noir Knight could draw her weapon on the man she loved, was she really worthy to stand by his side? If she could level such devastating accusations with such carelessness, how careless might she be about other aspects of our relationship?

Fliss and Stephanie were worried about the future. They’d accept whatever outcome I chose, of course—as Powermancer, I had that right. But if I simply forgave Charlie without consequences, that was going to color their perceptions of my childhood friend.

Shit. I hated being in this situation.

Check out the basement, I told myself. In stressful times like these, I found it helpful to whittle my tasks down to a series of simple, actionable steps. Make sure the stockpile hasn’t been burnt to a crisp. If it hasn’t, bring a piece of it back so you can show Charlie her Dad’s legacy hasn’t gone up in smoke.

And then deal with the consequences of one of my women temporarily losing her mind.

“I’ll be right back,” I told the pair. I reached for the Recall spell in my mind and focused on the far wall, preparing to summon the portal. “Keep the home fires burning. If I’m not back in twenty minutes, turn on the Valkyrie and the Blood Witch and come make sure I haven’t fallen into any supernatural wars…”

Both girls giggled at that, even though it wasn’t particularly funny. “Before you go,” Fliss purred, embracing me from the side. “Do you have time for just one quick thing?”

I glanced from one woman to the other. Both of them were grinning—and with a start, I realized that they’d planned whatever it was they had in mind, too.

“What’s that?” I asked, hoping that it was indeed quick. Nothing like getting your honey-do list already started in a new living place, even when that place was an ancient temple secreted underneath a mountain…

Fliss pressed herself against me. On my other side, Stephanie did the same.

“That blowjob you were talking about,” my girlfriend purred, licking her lips. “We’d like to give it to you.”

“If you don’t mind,” Stephanie added.

My jaw dropped open. I felt like the luckiest son of a bitch who’d ever lived.

“Girls,” I said, laughing. “I haven’t even had time to take a shower yet…”

“Oh, that’s just fine,” Fliss purred, putting a hand on my chest.

“Great, actually,” Stephanie said, her eyes alight with lust. “You’ll still taste like me. Fuck, I want to taste my own juices on you. I want to be a bad girl for you…”

No red-blooded man could say no to a request like that.

Fliss and Stephanie led me to one of the couches and sat me down. Fliss curled up next to me, tucking her legs beneath her, while Stephanie went full shameless and knelt between my legs on the floor, using the carpet as a cushion for her knees.

“That’s better,” Fliss purred, kissing my cheek. “I’ve wanted to watch the new girl in action since the moment I saw her, Jax. Did she do a good job making you cum?”

In response, I tangled my fingers in Fliss’s hair and brought her in for a kiss. Our tongues entwined as the brunette melted against me, groaning with pleasure. Between my legs, Stephanie unlatched my belt and freed my cock from my pants, tugging the waistband of my boxers beneath my balls.

“She was fucking excellent,” I growled, reaching around and grabbing a handful of Fliss’s ass. “So young and tight. If her mouth’s as good as her pussy, you and Charlie are going to have some serious competition—”

My words broke off into a groan of passion as Stephanie swallowed me. The goth girl wasted no time; she bobbed up and down on my prick like a cork, making a tight seal and hollowing her cheeks as her lips worked up and down my throbbing shaft.

I was wrong. I did have time for this. This was the most important thing in the world. Angels, demons, the Bellum Aeternum—they were all nice and needed to be dealt with in their proper time.

But hot, no limits fucking with my harem of beauties? That was what life was really all about.

Fliss kissed me harder, practically climbing into my lap as Stephanie sucked me off. There was no jealousy in her face, or even any worries about the girl blowing me being a decade younger than she was. Whenever she pulled back, she examined my face for signs of pleasure, grinning at my poor attempts to mask how good Stephanie’s mouth felt.

“You look so cute while you’re getting your dick sucked,” Fliss giggled, nibbling my bottom lip. “Should I join the girl, babe? Add another mouth to what’s happening between your legs?”

I sensed she didn’t want me to ask. With a grunt, I wrapped her hair around my fingers and tugged.

“Get down there and suck me,” I commanded Fliss. “Give my newest slut some pointers.”

Wow. What the fuck was happening to me? I didn’t talk to women like this. Part of me still recoiled whenever I did it, expecting girls like Fliss and Charlie and Stephanie to slap me in the face or walk out the door from such treatment.

Instead, Fliss grinned like I’d just suggested buying her a new set of jewelry. “Yes, sir!”

The brunette slid down my thighs, sinking to the floor. Next to her, Stephanie was going wild on my dick, her hand gently squeezing my balls as her pouty lips worked their way up and down my shaft. The things she was doing to me felt amazing, from the way she hummed around my girth to the way her naughty tongue hit those sensitive spots on the underside of my crown and tickled them with the tip.

But Fliss was going to take things to the next level.

“Good girl,” the brunette purred, running her fingers through Stephanie’s midnight locks. “Let’s take that shirt off, Stephanie. Show my man those big, pale titties—give him something to look at while you fellate his member.”

Stephanie pulled off of me with a wet little pop. As ever, the girl never failed to understand the assignment. Same wavelength, I thought, my mind awash with pleasure.

“Yes, ma’am,” she said, as demurely as a schoolgirl brought before the Headmistress. As Fliss leaned over me, the goth girl grabbed the hem of her shirt and tugged it over her head, leaving her wearing nothing above the waist but a lacy black bra. A quick snap and that was gone, too, revealing her heavy, milk-pale tits. Her nipples were stiff as erasers, grinding against the bottom of the couch every time she leaned over me to kiss my cock.

Fliss liked her submissive nature a lot. “Oh, you are a good girl,” she teased, tucking a lock of Stephanie’s hair back to show off her piercings. “You and me are going to get along famously, Stephanie. Now, let me show you how Jax really likes to use a woman’s mouth…”

With that, Fliss leaned down and took me all the way to the base. I groaned as she sucked and slurped my prick, while the pressure of her fingers against my hips told me what she really wanted me to show Stephanie.

Feeling like the most dominant man who’d ever claimed a harem, I put my hand on the back of Fliss’s head.

Then I fucked her face.

Fliss relaxed her throat, switching eagerly from sucking to being fucked. She gagged around me, her eyes rolling back in her head as I used her wet mouth and her tight throat like a fancy sex toy to get myself off. She let me go until I could feel myself swelling bigger in the back of her throat, my balls slapping against her chin, then pulled off just before I hit the peak.

Fliss wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Stephanie stared at her in awe.

“Holy shit,” the goth girl said. “And I thought I was proud of being able to suck a dick…”

“I want you to do that to her,” Fliss said, her eyes wild with need, “only I don’t want you to stop. Fuck her sweet little face until you cum down her throat, Jax. Don’t stop fucking her until you get your rocks off good and hard, the way you want to…!”

As she spoke, Stephanie was already burying her face between my legs. She sucked me eagerly, greedily, waiting for the moment when I grabbed the back of her head and turned her into my personal sex toy. She wanted it. I could feel it.

Part of me wanted to tell Fliss the new girl could transform into a magical creature who didn’t need oxygen. We could have a lot of fun with that one, but it was probably a good idea to keep it under my hat for now. Let it be a surprise.

To her credit, Stephanie didn’t try to transform. She gazed up at me through her lashes, her eyes filled with devotion as I took hold of the back of her head.

“Let me know if you need me to stop,” I growled.

She pulled off me, grinning. “Sure,” she said, loving the challenge. “But I won’t!”

I upthrust my hips, entering her mouth.

Holy hell! I thought Fliss was good at this, but Stephanie was a marvel. She sucked me off like she’d never even heard of the words ‘gag reflex,’ her cheeks hollowing out like a fish’s around me as I thrust into her throat again and again.

The bliss was too much. Even after the pleasure I’d already experienced, having the attentions of two beautiful women on my cock was too much for me to resist. My cock pulsed, swelling bigger and thicker in Stephanie’s throat as I prepared to shoot my load.

“Oh my God!” Fliss was so loud that I worried she might wake Charlie up, but she knew when to hold back. Her nails raked the back of Stephanie’s skull, adding pain to the goth girl’s pleasure as her bare tits bounced up and down with the force of my thrusts. “Fuck yes, that looks like it feels so fucking good! Are you going to cum down her throat, babe? Are you going to use her sweet little mouth to get off hard and fast?”

“Yessss,” I groaned, the word like steam escaping the kettle. “Oh fuck, here it comes…”

This time there was no discussion of pulling out. Stephanie didn’t slow for a moment—she just relaxed her throat and took me all the way down, like she wanted to impale herself all the way through with my thick meat. The pleasure crested, then went stratospheric, then I was groaning and grunting as I began to cum. My balls drained straight down the goth girl’s throat, filling her mouth with thick ropes of hot cream as the dam inside of me burst.

Stephanie let those first few spurts hit the back of her throat, then pulled back a bit to let me unload in her mouth. The upside was that her naughty tongue never stopped hitting those special spots on me, and each one felt like a miniature orgasm as I trembled and shot. My hips lifted from the couch as the pleasure almost got too good, and my fingers dug into the cushions as I watched the beautiful, dark-haired slut swallow my load.

Stephanie stayed on me for a while as I came down from my peak, working her tongue around until I was completely dry. But she wasn’t. She pulled off of me, opening a mouth totally full of my pearly white cum.

With a giggle, she grabbed Fliss and kissed her. What started as a peck turned into full on making out, and I was blessed with the amazing sight of two of the hottest women I’d ever seen sharing my load between them. Fliss groaned as she tasted me, and I knew she was tasting a little bit of Stephanie’s juices, too.

Fuck, I could get used to a sight like that. I most certainly could.

When the pair were done, Fliss peered up at me with a smile. “Go check out the hideout, hero,” she said, giving me a wink. “We’ll be waiting for you when you get back.”

“Don’t make us wait too long,” Stephanie groaned. “Fuck, I’m so turned on I can’t stand it. Can Fliss please get me off while I’m waiting for you, Dark Lord?”

I watched Fliss’s brows shoot skyward. Dark Lord? She mouthed silently.

The idea was tempting. “No,” I said, shaking my head. “You can kiss and grope each other, but I don’t want you getting any release. I want that tight little body of yours still aching for me when I get back.”

Stephanie bit her lip and groaned with frustration. “Ok-ayyyy,” she drawled, rolling her eyes. “But I’m going to ride you even harder to make up for it!”

Fliss chuckled at that. “Business first, then pleasure,” she said, reminding me of my duties. “Hurry up, hero. Your women need you tonight. Charlie’s not the only one who had a rough day.”

The reminder of Charlie was exactly what I didn’t need. I nodded.

“Be right back,” I told the pair, pulling up my pants. The portal was already crackling on the other side of the room, showing a side view of the Fortress of Solitude’s parking lot.

A quick step through, and I was gone.


Chapter Fifteen

After the big bang I’d just been through with Fliss and Stephanie, the Fortress of Solitude turned out to be one hell of an anticlimax.

The parking lot was nearly empty when I arrived. It was a moonless night, and the tiny beam of illumination cast by my cell phone was the only light. The streetlights were out—probably felled by the same vandalism that had taken down the Fortress itself.

There were no cops, at least. No fire trucks, either, and no sign of the cleanup crew. Charlie’s sedan sat at the back of the parking lot, where we’d left it when we took my truck last time. We’d need that at some point, but for now I let it be.

As I stepped into the Fortress, I was suddenly glad I’d decided to do this alone. There was no way around it—the state of the place was depressing in the extreme. Even though I didn’t have the same connection to the store that Charlie did, I felt tears springing to my eyes. Everything was trashed. Burnt. Ruined.

Jesus, I thought, anger filling my heart. These Obsidian Eye fucks did a number on the place, didn’t they?

The rows of DVDs and Blu-Rays were in tatters, only the metal frames remaining. Shelves that had been stocked full of memorabilia from various nerd properties and movies were barren, their treasure incinerated by the flames. Even the walls and ceiling were burnt. A chilly breeze blew from the hole in the roof where it had partially collapsed.

“Fuck,” I whispered to no one in particular. “I’m really glad Charlie’s not here to see this.” Hell, even Stephanie might have been pretty fucking upset about it. The emotional whiplash from going straight from a blowjob to this might have been too much for her young mind to bear.

With so much of the place burned, it was hard to find my way through the main room. Ashes gathered around my feet wherever I stepped, and my pants and shoes were soon covered in soot. Piles of the stuff stood everywhere, reminding me uncomfortably of the remains of people.

The firefighters said no one died, I reminded myself. There were no casualties.

It was easy enough to say that in the daytime. At night, with this place closed down and creepy as hell, it suddenly became too easy to believe there was foul play involved.

I waded past the counter where we’d been attacked by the corrupted entity, my mind awash with memories. I remembered coming here as a kid, endlessly wandering the aisles and sneaking peeks at as many comic books as I could without actually paying for anything. Even when Charlie’s dad hired me to work at the business, I never stopped doing that. If anything, I did it more.

Fuck. Now I was crying.

It truly was a dark night. Dark for me, dark for Charlie, and dark for all of us because we had to reckon with the consequences of her tantrum. If she’d just ranted and raved, I could have written it off as a sudden attack of grief. People did strange things when their homes went up in smoke, sure, and the Fortress of Solitude was far more than a mere home to Charlie.

I didn’t have a problem forgiving that. It was drawing that enchanted blade—the same blade her father gave her to help keep her safe once she realized her destiny—and pointing it at my heart.

That worried me.

I could tell it worried my women, too. They didn’t just randomly propose a double blowjob because they thought it would be fun—they wanted to distract themselves from the events of the day, and to make me feel better about everything that had happened. Back in the Stronghold, they’d succeeded, but now that I could see all this devastation, my doubts were beginning to creep in.

Had we jumped into all of this too fast?

Focus, I told myself, blinking away tears. You can’t do anything about the past. You can’t un-burn the Fortress. The only thing you can do is keep moving, keep fighting. Keep surviving.

The beam of my cell phone’s flashlight illuminated a door in the wall. A set of stairs stretched around, leading down to the clearance floor in the basement.

Unlike topside, I didn’t think Charlie would be upset about anything down here burning. The ‘clearance’ section of the Fortress of Solitude was a deliberate decoy—an entire section of the store designed to be as unappealing as possible to keep people from spending much time there.

The reason for all the deception was hidden behind one of these walls. A secret cellar, where Charlie’s father had hidden all manner of occult objects in order to safeguard her future. She’d thought he’d just been an esoteric collector: it wasn’t until we reconnected as adults that we discovered he’d known about the Bellum Aeternum all along. He’d even secured his daughter a weapon—her, and his surrogate son. Me.

I didn’t want to think about Charlie’s weapon right now. I’d had it pointed at my chest.

The downstairs looked just as fucked up as the upstairs. The flames had taken the stairs with a vengeance, ripping through the shelves of old books and tables full of knick-knacks like a hot knife through butter. The piles of ash were even thicker down here, which was saying something.

I made my way over to the hidden wall, my heart pounding in my chest. This was the moment of truth. Were we alright, or was our stockpile ruined? Was Charlie going to lose her father all over again?

The mechanism had practically fused shut from the heat. In the end, I needed to summon the Tempest Fang and cut away the false shelving, exposing the tunnel underneath. A small amount of ash had blown in from behind the woodwork, but otherwise it looked clean.

I dared to hope.

Holding the cell phone in front of me, I walked through the tunnel. The familiar door rested at the end of the hall, which Charlie had taught me how to open without needing her to be there.

I touched the knob. It was cool; but of course it would be, after so much time.

It opened quickly, sliding to the side. Beyond it, the room smelled musty, old—and unburnt.

My heart jumped into my throat as I shone the flashlight into the security cellar. Shelves of arcane and occult texts ringed the walls, whole and undestroyed. The hidden weapon locker was untouched, locked and closed, while the objects whose purposes I could only guess at on the tables looked practically undisturbed. A few had fallen, and a couple looked dented or broken from the catastrophe upstairs, but it was alright. They were alright.

Tears rolled down my face, but now they were from relief.

We still had our stockpile.

I searched the shelves, looking for something Charlie would know I hadn’t taken from some other stockpile or arcane library. My eyes alighted on an ancient grimoire bound in what looked like wood paneling, with glyphs burned onto the front and back covers. Surely if the fire had gotten into this room, this text would have been the first thing to burn.

I took it and tucked it under my arm. Thank God, I thought. Thank God.

I was tempted to Recall right then and there, to open a portal back to the Stronghold. But I didn’t want to do that from this side of the wards. More importantly, I wanted to hide this room. That tunnel was the only thing protecting this place from thieves or the elements, and I’d wrecked most of the false shelf on my way in.

I made my way back to the clearance section and summoned the Tempest Fang. The parts of the metal shelving units that hadn’t melted away in the fire still hung from the walls, and it was easy enough to cut through them with the sharp end of my blade. I felt the core of the liquid metal inside of the hilt rock back and forth with every strike, adding weight to my blows.

Once I’d judged I had enough raw material, I piled the shelves up over the hidden entrance. Then I took a few steps back, angling my phone to show it off from this angle and that.

Yeah, I thought, nodding. No one’s going to see there’s a tunnel behind all that. Not unless they’re deliberately looking for it.

It was as safe as I could possibly make it without transporting every item in the stockpile back to the Stronghold. Part of me was tempted to do just that, but I wouldn’t do it without Charlie. She was the expert on her father’s collection. If there was something in there that might explode if moved, or unleash a curse unless the proper blessing was performed prior to resettlement, she’d be the one who knew about it—not me.

I made my way back up the stairs and out into the night. I was just about to summon the portal when I caught motion in the light of the cell phone’s beam.

Someone was standing next to Charlie’s sedan.

I tensed up. The Tempest Fang sprang to life in my hand, gleaming dully in the darkness with a faint green light.

“Show yourself!” I roared. After the day I’d had, I was in no mood to deal with bullshit.

The figure stepped forward. There was a click, and suddenly they were illuminated—they’d just turned on their flashlight, which was aimed at the ground and sitting in their right hand. Their other held a badge.

It was Detective Ballard.

“Good evening, Mr. Bryant,” the man said gruffly. There was a little smirk on his face, like he knew he’d caught me doing something I shouldn’t. “Making a late night visit to the store?”

Shit. Fuck. Tell me he hadn’t seen the portal.

“What are you doing here?” I blurted. My gaze shot to the edge of the parking lot, but there was no cop car sitting on the pavement—just Charlie’s sedan.

He followed my gaze. “I parked a couple of blocks away,” he explained. “There’s a motion-sensing camera right up there, installed this afternoon over the front door of the Fortress of Solitude. Nice name, by the way.”

Relief flooded me. So he hadn’t seen me show up. His little camera had picked up motion at the front door, and he’d come running. Probably thinking he caught the vandal, I realized.

And here was me, red-handed with one of Charlie’s books.

“You set up a camera?” I asked.

Detective Ballard nodded. “My partner didn’t think it was worth following up on,” he said, tucking his badge away. “She didn’t like you very much, Bryant. Had a few choice words about your romantic relationships, as I recall.”

I snickered at that. “She can think whatever she wants. The girls I’m with are very, very happy.”

“I’m sure they are,” Ballard said evenly. “Did one of them convince you to burn down the Fortress, Jax?”

What!? This line of questioning was so unexpected I nearly laughed. “Excuse me?”

“I set that up—” Detective Ballard pointed at the camera in the darkness, its tiny green eye blinking balefully high above the double doors, “—because arsonists frequently revisit the scenes of their crimes. They’re known for it, in fact. Reliving past glories, stuff of that nature. And they also,” he added, shining a light on my book, “like to take trophies.”

Shit. I was really fitting all the stereotypes, wasn’t I?

“This book belongs to Charlie,” I said, gritting my teeth. “She asked me to come and get it.”

“Uh huh.” Ballard didn’t believe me. “Because she somehow knew it wasn’t burnt up in the fire? That’s the story you’re going with?”

Charlie hadn’t set foot in the Fortress of Solitude after the fire. She had no way of knowing whether or not the secret room had been burnt up—whether it had been touched by the flames.

That was why I’d come to the fucking Fortress in the first place. But I couldn’t tell Detective Ballard that.

Right?

“That’s not…” I muttered, trailing off. “I didn’t do this!”

A smirk tugged at the corner of Detective Ballard’s mouth. “Look, Bryant,” he said, not unkindly. That even tone was probably the worst part of the whole thing, actually. “I hate to even say this, but technically, you’re trespassing right now. I could have you arrested, and then bring you into the station for questioning. I don’t think you’d like that—and neither would that girl you’re seeing. Any of them.”

God damn it. He really had me over a barrel.

“So that’s Option One,” the Detective said, still smirking. “Want to hear what Option Two is?”

“I’m straight,” I growled, gritting my teeth. “So no, I don’t think I want to know what it is you want from me in order to keep from dragging me down to the station.”

That caught him flat-footed. Detective Ballard gawked at me for a second, offended for a multitude of reasons. Then, unexpectedly, he laughed.

“I’m happily married,” he said, holding up a hand with a ring. “What I want from you, Bryant, is what I want from anyone involved with this mess. I want someone to explain to me what the hell is actually going on here.”

Hmm?

He took my silence as a cue to keep going. “The ‘break in’ that preceded all this,” he said, making air quotes with his free hand. “I don’t think it was an act of vandalism at all. Some of those windows were broken from the outside—but just as many of them had glass shards on the inside of the store, rather than the outside.”

Shit. He was good.

“Vandals would have left tags,” he said, gesturing at the bare brick wall of the Fortress. “At the least, they’d have taken some shit and posted pictures of it online as a trophy. No, these people were interested in carnage, but not vandalism. Almost like the Fortress just happened to be the place they decided to go apeshit, and you people got caught up in it.” He shined the flashlight in my face. “So why’s there a fucking riot happening in your store, Bryant?”

“It’s not my store,” I snapped.

He was unmoved. “You set the fire to burn the evidence? If you did, I’m guessing Miss Reed doesn’t know about it. Those tears she shed when she saw this place on fire weren’t fake. How would she feel if she knew the man she loves was the one who set that blaze, Jax?”

I shook my head. “You’re barking up the wrong tree, pal,” I grunted. “You’re so far off the mark, you couldn’t find the real truth with a fucking map.”

“Then tell me the real truth,” he countered. “Starting with the book. Why’s it so important that it got you to sneak back here in the middle of the night?”

I don’t know why I decided to do what I did next. Maybe it was because Detective Ballard, unlike his partner, actually seemed to care about Charlie and her store. Or maybe it was because he reminded me a little bit of an older, wiser version of myself.

Probably, I figured it was just because I didn’t want to go to jail.

“Look…” I glanced back at the store’s entrance. “If I show you something, will you let me go? It’ll explain the book, I can promise you that much.”

He grunted. “We’ll see.”

That was what I’d have to go with. “Alright. Fuck it. Follow me.”

I led Detective Ballard into the store and down the stairs. He grunted as we reached the bottom, his flashlight traveling from one side of the room to the other.

“This was second-run merchandise?” he asked, glancing over at me. “The pictures on the store’s website imply this was a clearance section.”

“Yeah,” I said, impressed at his level of research. “It’s all bullshit. The real reason this floor exists is right here.”

I took him over to the false shelving. He noticed it immediately. “There’s something behind this.”

“You’re damn right there is. Down here.”

As we walked, I kept the Tempest Fang centered in my mind. I doubted Detective Ballard would make any sudden moves, but if he did, I needed to be ready. Attacking a cop wasn’t a smart thing to do, but I could always blink back to the Stronghold if I really needed to.

Detective Ballard stared at the door to the hidden room. He had a pretty good poker face, but I could tell he was rattled by the discovery. “What is this?” he asked me.

“This,” I said, opening the door, “is the second biggest archive of occult merchandise in North America. Don’t touch anything.”

He didn’t. He shone the flashlight around the room, examining the occult books and the objects on the tables. His flashlight beam paused on the weapons locker, lingering for so long that I felt certain he was going to ask me about it, but eventually it moved on.

“This is… impressive,” he admitted. “This is the reason you came here tonight?”

I nodded. It felt good to tell the truth, even a small part of it. “This all belonged to Charlie’s father. She wanted me to make sure it was still here. If it got caught up in the blaze, and burnt with everything else…”

Detective Ballard didn’t need me to explain it to him. “I see,” he said, turning away from the walls of merchandise. “Sentimental. And very valuable.”

I held up the book. “This is proof the place is still undamaged.”

“I see.” He shone the flashlight beam down the tunnel. “Come with me, Bryant.”

I swallowed hard. Now that he’d seen the secret room, what was Detective Ballard going to do? I couldn’t help but be worried. Even with the Tempest Fang at my beck and call, things could go very, very wrong in the next few minutes.

It was a good sign that the Detective stopped and helped me cover up the hidden entrance. He led the way back to the parking lot, barely waiting for me to catch up.

When I reached him, it was clear he’d been thinking about what to do for a while. “You’ve given me an answer,” he said, shining the flashlight just beneath my face. “But it’s only led me to way more questions.”

“I get that,” I said, spreading the arm not holding the occult tome. “But I’ve fulfilled my end of the bargain. Now please let me go.”

He frowned deeply. I could tell there was a part of him that wanted to drag me down to the station anyway—and keep me there in an interrogation cell until he got every detail out of me. I sensed he could do it, too, and he’d probably get the whole story of the Archon Tablet before too long, and the Bellum Aeternum.

That’s if Fliss and Stephanie don’t save me first, I thought.

I froze. Panic filled me.

Where were Fliss and Stephanie?

I’d told them twenty minutes. It might have sounded like a joke, but Fliss wouldn’t take it as one—she was deadly serious about that kind of thing. If I’d been gone much longer than that, both women would have used their Recall ability to blink to the Fortress of Solitude and check on me.

I glanced down at my wristwatch. The light was dim, but I could see I’d been gone for just over twenty-five minutes now.

They should be here, I thought. Something’s wrong.

“I have a few more questions,” Detective Ballard said, cutting through my thoughts. “Explain a few more things to me, Bryant. Then I’ll cut you loose. You still haven’t explained to me what the hell happened the night of the break in—”

Nope. No. Fuck that.

I didn’t have time for this.

Fliss and Stephanie were in danger. I could feel it in my bones. The fact that they hadn’t shown up when they were supposed to meant something bad had happened. This wasn’t a case of them kissing and necking and getting to second base and losing track of time. Stephanie might have done that, but Fliss never would.

They needed me.

Which meant I needed to do something drastic.

“Listen,” I said, shaking my head. I was already reaching for the Recall spell, focusing on a point a few feet to my right. “I mean no offense by this, Detective Ballard. I think you’re a good man who’s gotten mixed up in something he can’t quite understand. Later on, I’ll try and answer some of your questions. But right now, I have to go. It’s an emergency.”

His face tightened. “At least let me walk you back to your car,” he insisted, making a show of looking around. Obviously I had no car in the parking lot, and Charlie’s sedan wasn’t how I’d gotten here. “It’s not safe to walk around the city this late at night—”

The portal sizzled open.

Detective Ballard stared at it, his eyes as wide as saucers.

“No car,” I said, shaking my head. “Sorry again! I’ll answer your questions later. It’s an emergency, I promise!”

“Wait!” The man fumbled for a service weapon, his mind rattled off its axis by the presence of something he couldn’t explain. “Don’t you go anywhere, Bryant! You are being detained—!”

But I was already gone.

I stepped through the portal and found myself back in the entranceway of the Stronghold. The portal sealed up behind me, the last thing I saw through it the shocked and angry face of Detective Ballard.

“Fuck, that was close,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “Fliss! Stephanie! Where are you—”

I turned.

Both of my women were standing a short distance away, as if they’d been waiting for me to come home.

A silver sword was pressed against both of their throats.


Chapter Sixteen

“You,” Charlie snarled, her gorgeous body in full dark elf regalia. “You’ve got a lot of nerve coming back here, you traitor!”

I froze in my tracks, sizing up the scene. Both Fliss and Stephanie stood near the entrance to the Stronghold’s dormitories, side by side like statues. The sharp edge of the Bitch’s Blade hovered inches away from their throats, held in the strong arm of Charlie, my childhood friend. Only she didn’t look like the Charlie I’d grown up with and loved.

She looked like a fucking monster.

She wore her Noir Knight outfit, and every muscle in her body was as taut as a bowstring. Her brilliant white hair cascaded down her back in a flowing mess, and her glowing red eyes looked sickly and diseased. Her lips peeled back over her even, white teeth, framing a face that only vaguely looked like that of the woman I loved.

Yet again, I had the strange sensation that Charlie was sinking into the Noir Knight. Like she was losing herself inside of something horrible.

What the fuck was going on?

“Charlie?” I asked. Part of me hoped this was all some big misunderstanding, a kind of prank. Even though the more logical part of my brain knew it was anything but, I still held out hope that I was wrong. “It’s me, Charlie. It’s Jax. Put the sword down.”

“I told you!” Spittle flew from the dark elf’s lips. “I told you!”

She looked like a mad woman. Like a rabid dog, I realized with a start. There was something wrong with Charlie. Something had burrowed inside her, had maybe been doing it for a while. Now that I knew it, I realized the signs were there—the little lapses of control she’d been having since the diner, the tantrums and the impulse issues.

I’d thought Charlie was just stressed. Then I thought the loss of the Fortress of Solitude was weighing heavily on her soul. But I should have realized that Charlie wasn’t that girl any longer. That she had something even more important in her life than the store now.

She was trying to get help, I thought, nearly on the verge of tears. She said she was sorry over and over again, she said she didn’t know what was happening to her. And instead of believing something was wrong, I dismissed it as her being a bitch and sent her to bed…

I shouldn’t have left. I should’ve stayed with my women.

Now I might be paying the ultimate price.

“What did you tell me, Charlie?” I asked. I went to put my hands in the air, only to realize that I still had the occult tome from her father’s basement. “Look, I brought you something. It’s from the cellar under the Fortress of Solitude. The flames didn’t reach it—”

“Lies,” Charlie chuckled. Something dark and ragged lodged in her throat, making her sound less like a sexy dark elf and more like Gollum from Lord of the Rings. Fliss begged me with her eyes to save her, and Stephanie trembled, her throat inches from the blade. “All you do is lie to me, Jaxon Bryant!”

“I’m listening to you now,” I said, setting the book down. “How did I lie, Charlie?”

Charlie chortled to herself some more, sounding like she had a frog trapped in her throat. “Been working with him all along,” she said, gesturing with her shoulder at the portal. “That bastard Dr. Bodekker. Fucking betrayer.” She pointed at me with her free hand. “He offered you a job with the Eye, but you’re already working with them! That’s why you didn’t kill that bitch Mia when you had the chance!”

“Jax isn’t working with the Eye!” Fliss cried, keeping her body very still. “He hates the Eye—”

“Shut up!” Charlie roared. Her eyes spun in their sockets, so much like a rabid animal’s eyes that I was terrified I was about to lose her for good. “All of you shut up! Everything is so fucking loud!”

Don’t be afraid, I told myself. You can’t be afraid.

This was Charlie. My childhood friend. My confidante. My lover, and something even deeper and more primal than my wife. I knew she was still inside that skull somewhere, and if I knew her well enough, she was probably screaming her head off for the dark elf to stop being such a bitch and put that sword down.

I took a step forward. Then another. Charlie tensed, but she didn’t bring the blade to either woman’s throat. From where I was standing, that was a win.

“Charlie, it’s me,” I said. “It’s Jax. Remember that time your Dad got a whole crate of Bone trade paperbacks, and instead of the whole set, it was like five hundred copies of The Great Cow Race? I remember you running around the store in stocking feet reading the parts with Thorn out loud. You so totally wanted to be her…”

“Shut up!” Charlie sounded pissed, but there was more of the woman I knew in her face than there’d been a minute ago. “You betrayed me! You left me!”

That last one hurt. Mostly because it was true.

“You’re right, Charlie,” I said, taking another step forward. “I did leave you.”

“Ha!” The Noir Knight was back with a vengeance, her fingers tightening on the hilt of her blade. “So you admit it! Listen to him, bitches! He finally admits it!”

“They’re not bitches,” I said. “Neither are you, Charlie. You’re sick. There’s something wrong with you—”

Charlie cocked her head to the side. “One! Nothing wrong with me! Two! Nothing wrong with me!”

“Charlie, you hate metal,” I said, shaking my head and laughing. “Especially shitty nu metal. And I didn’t leave you because of the Obsidian Eye, or because I wanted to hurt you. I thought I was saving you when I left, Charlie.”

“Liar! Bullshit!”

Charlie snapped out of her reverie so fast it made my head spin. More than anything, she was beginning to remind me of one of those possessed people from a horror movie. I glanced down at the book at my feet, wondering if that might not have been how this whole thing got started. Did something in her father’s The Conjuring-style house of occult items get its tendrils inside of Charlie? Did it grab her when we got our blades, or did it happen even earlier than that?

“I was wrong,” I admitted. I was man enough to say it. “I shouldn’t have left. I should’ve stayed here and helped you run the Fortress of Solitude. We should be coming up on our tenth wedding anniversary by now, and probably be welcoming our fourth or fifth kid into the world. But you know what, Charlie?”

“Stooge!” the Noir Knight cackled. “Slave of the Anchorites! You probably rub Dr. Bodekker’s feet and suck his dick!”

Her insults ran off my back, forgotten as quickly as they were spoken. “If I hadn’t left, none of this would have happened. I wouldn’t know Fliss, or Stephanie, and I definitely wouldn’t have the Archon System. We’d be sitting ducks for any demons or angels we ran into. And we wouldn’t have this.”

“What?”

“Our harem,” I said, glancing at the two women she was holding hostage. “Our family. Let them go, Charlie. If you’re going to point that blade at anybody, point it at me.”

Stephanie cleared her throat. She looked up at Charlie, and I was only slightly surprised to see fangs emerging from underneath of her lips.

“Boss,” she whispered. “Look at me.”

Charlie glanced down. Her eyes met Stephanie’s, and I swore I saw a brief flash of yellow in the young goth girl’s orbs. A smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth.

“Jax isn’t the one who betrayed you,” she whispered, as calm and rational as a math equation in a book. “Jax isn’t evil. The Obsidian Eye are evil. The Obsidian Eye are trying to break us apart…”

It was the same stuff I’d been saying. But by some miracle, it was starting to work. Charlie’s lashes fluttered, and more of her face showed in the dark elf’s angular profile than before.

Hypnosis, I thought, giving a start. The third of Stephanie’s Blood Witch powers—the one she’d tossed off casually as a way to handle guards and other flunkies who weren’t worth fighting.

Charlie blinked. “What?” she hissed, trying to look pissed off. “No. You’re wrong. You’re all liars…”

“I know,” Stephanie said, sounding so sympathetic her voice ran like treacle. “It’s all so confusing, Charlie. You could think of it better if you weren’t so tired. If your limbs weren’t so heavy…”

“So… heavy…” the dark elf muttered. Her gray eyes closed, then snapped open, like she was fighting tiredness.

“Your arm, especially,” Stephanie whispered. “How long have you been holding that blade up for now? Thirty minutes? An hour? Ten years?” She smirked. “It sure feels like ten years, doesn’t it?”

“Yes…” The blade dropped an inch, falling away from Fliss and Stephanie’s throats. “So heavy. My arm… it’s so sore…”

“So sore,” Stephanie agreed. “Just give it a quick rest and you’ll feel so much better. Just a minute or two…”

Charlie’s arm dropped even lower. It was working! In a minute, she’d have the blade by her side, and then Fliss and Stephanie could jump out of harm’s way. That’s if the dark elf didn’t lower her head and fall asleep right then and there.

She just might.

“Sleepy,” Stephanie said, her eyes glowing. “Sleepy…”

Charlie’s eyes dropped.

Behind the trio, a portal opened.

The smell of ozone filled the Stronghold. Mia Morgan stepped through the rent in the air, a spring in her step and an almost gleeful look on her face. My double agent with the Obsidian Eye had good news for me, I could tell.

And she’d chosen the worst possible time to deliver it.

“You won’t believe what I just found out!” Mia said, running her fingers through her long red hair. Her power suit looked rumpled, and she probably needed a shower, but there was a triumphant manner to her bearing that told me she’d hit paydirt. “The Eye are fucking idiots. The Demon Core is right under their noses…”

She trailed off. All three of the women were staring at her; Fliss and Stephanie with fear, Charlie like someone struggling to rise out of a trance.

“Um, what the fuck is going on here?” Mia put a hand on her hip, smirking. “You girls decide to have a slumber party while I was out actually working—?”

Charlie’s eyes shot open.

“Liar!” she roared, gripping the hilt of the Bitch’s Blade. “I knew it! You’ve come to take me away! You want to kill me, just like Dr. Bodekker!”

“Shit!” Fliss grabbed Stephanie and shoved her to the side. The edge of the Bitch’s Blade caught the tip of her chin and delivered a shallow cut, but that was the only contact as the goth girl rolled across the floor and out of harm’s way. “Jax, do something—”

Charlie wrapped her hand around Fliss’s throat. Her other hand held up the Bitch’s Blade, pointing it at Mia’s heart.

“You betraying cunt!” the dark elf snarled. “Now look what you made me do! I lost a bitch!”

Mia’s eyes widened. I expected her to be shocked, but there was something grave in her expression that told me she wasn’t entirely surprised.

“This isn’t you,” the redhead said, her lips compressing to a tight little line. “Jax, how long has she been acting like this?”

“How long have the two of you been fucking!?” the dark elf hissed. “Was it before he sold his soul to the Obsidian Eye, or after!?”

“Not long,” I told Mia, trying to stay calm. The Tempest Fang burned in my brain, not so much asking as demanding to be summoned. But I knew if I did that, I was lost. Either Charlie would kill Fliss, raking that blade over her throat, or I’d be forced to kill Charlie.

Either way, my life as I knew it would be over.

“You whore!” Charlie really did look possessed as she craned her neck, her muscles straining as she spat vitriol in Mia’s direction. She seemed to have some special animus for the redhead that hadn’t been there with Fliss or Stephanie. Was it just because she served the Obsidian Eye, albeit as a double agent? Or was it that look on her face when she saw Charlie’s condition? “You’ve been fucking him all along, haven’t you? That rancid Dr. Bodekker! You traitorous bitch!”

“Excuse me!?” The look on Mia’s face was something to behold. “I don’t know who you think you’re talking to, but you’re completely off-base, you fucking wacko—”

Charlie held the Bitch’s Blade to Fliss’s throat.

“—fuck,” Mia finished, her face going pale. “Jesus, let her go! Jax, what the fuck is going on with her?”

“I have no idea,” I said, feeling frustrated and helpless. “She’s been having these episodes. At first I thought she was just acting like a bitch because of the Fortress of Solitude, but I had no idea it was this bad!”

“Charlie!” Stephanie’s voice cracked with magic. “Boss, look at me!”

Her eyes flashed with power. Stephanie was fully invested in the form of the Blood Witch now, her hypnotic power active and ramped all the way up to eleven.

Unfortunately, Charlie was too smart to fall for that twice. She refused to look.

Instead, she cackled at me. “Acting like a bitch?” she taunted, twisting the tip of the Bitch’s Blade back and forth over Fliss’s jugular. “Like I’m just being a brat? Did you think I was getting my period or something, Jax?”

“No—I thought you were grieving.” I stood my ground, refusing to back down. “I still do. But there’s something else going on.”

Mia’s expression turned grave. “I’ve seen something like this before,” she whispered, her voice fast and quiet so Charlie wouldn’t hear. “A cognitohazardous agent employed by the Obsidian Eye to assassinate their enemies, killing them in ways that won’t attract attention from the authorities.”

Cognitohazard. I thought about Dr. Bodekker and his random words and numbers—his threat that if you weren’t supposed to be watching his tape, that he’d make you sorry

“Killing them how?”

Mia shrugged. “Road rage incidents, mostly. Or eventually they go berserk and attack some cops, or try to attack some random passerby until they got stabbed or shot. It works on amplifying aggression and paranoia—wait.” She turned to me, her expression changing. “You looked at something the Obsidian Eye sent you, didn’t you?”

Charlie was practically foaming at the mouth. She muttered madly to herself, toying with the hooks attached to the tip of the Bitch’s Blade. Fliss squirmed in her grip, while Stephanie tried desperately to get the dark elf to gaze into her hypnotic eyes.

“Someone left a fireproof lockbox in Charlie’s office,” I said, hating myself for failing to take the proper precautions. “There was a video from Dr. Bodekker inside, offering me a truce. Extending my invitation to join the Obsidian Eye—”

“To fuck him!” Charlie laughed, cackling like an insane clown. “To fucking fuck the whole fucking world, and leave me behind crying at my Dad’s fucking funeral…!”

“Fucking hell,” Mia spat, turning to me. “And you watched it?”

I felt like a fool. There wasn’t some cursed item in the storeroom beneath the Fortress of Solitude—if there was, it would have maddened Charlie long ago, rather than seizing her now. This was some kind of kill agent sent by the Obsidian Eye to take us out of commission.

The only question was why it worked on Charlie and no one else. The Archon System protected us, clearly—but why not her?

I could ask myself that question later, once Charlie was herself again. Once this thing Dr. Bodekker used to try and destroy the woman I loved was dead.

“Hell-ohhhh?” Charlie taunted. She still had Fliss in a tight hug, with the tip of the Bitch’s Blade against her jugular vein. A quick twist, and Fliss would bleed out in her arms before any of us could do a fucking thing about it. “Isn’t anyone paying attention to meeee!?”

We were running out of time. Once Charlie got bored, the thing inside her would respond with violence. “Can you fix this?” I asked Mia.

The redhead pursed her lips in thought. “I can wash the cognitohazard out of her mind,” she said after a minute. “But not without her being restrained. You’re going to have to get her away from Fliss.”

Fuck. That was a tall order. “How do we do that?”

“Be ready to attack,” Mia said, her lips forming a tight little line. “And remember this, when you’re deciding whether or not I’m worthy of the Archon System. Or your trust.”

Her words hit me like a slap in the face. “Duly noted,” I said.

“Charlie?” Mia walked forward, her hands in the air. “I wanted to talk to you, Charlie. I wanted to talk to you about your calendar.”

The dark elf cocked her head to the side. “My what?”

“The was-sing of the what,” Mia said, her voice slipping into a sing-song rhythm that made me think of a child’s nursery rhyme. “Don’t think about the date or the data, Charlie. I need to what the was-sing of your calendar. Your camera, Charlie. Your calendar.”

Charlie blinked. Her hand suddenly trembled, and the Bitch’s Blade nearly slipped from her grasp.

“You’re trying to trick me!” she roared. The hand that wasn’t holding the rapier went to one ear, covering it—but without another free hand, she couldn’t block out Mia’s words completely. “Stop it! Shut up, shut up you bitch!”

“Amsky flamsky ramsky!” Mia said, raising her voice as she closed the distance. “Crocklefether squiggs, Charlie! Can you hear the black moon howling, darling? Do you see the bodies in the water?”

Charlie looked stricken. Sweat broke out on her forehead, and the eyes of the woman I loved peered out from the dark elf’s broken, twisted visage.

“Nooooo!” she shrieked. The Bitch’s Blade slipped from her fingers, falling to the ground. “Don’t leave me, Jax! Don’t leave me alone again—”

“Now!” Mia roared. “Jax, grab her!”

I was already in motion. As Fliss dove to the side, grabbing the Bitch’s Blade as she passed and flinging it across the room, I lowered my head and tackled Charlie with everything I had. She went off her feet, landing ass over teakettle on the carpet.

“Let me go!” the thing inside of her screamed. It no longer sounded human—it was a parasite, something that had taken up residence inside of her brain. Not physical at all, but mental. Driving her crazy. Maddening her.

“I’m sorry about this,” I grunted, pinning her to the ground. “Everything will be alright, Charlie! I’ve got you!”

Even with the advantage, the Noir Knight nearly managed to escape. It wasn’t until Stephanie shot across the carpet, shoved a bleeding finger into my mouth and gave me another hit of that vampiric power that it became clear Charlie had no chance of getting away.

“Hold her down!” Mia said. She crouched next to the dark elf’s head, pulling something out of her jacket that looked like a long, extendable metal drinking straw. A small blue mirror winked at the end, filled with spinning fractals. “She has to look!”

“No!” the dark elf snarled, clawing at my arms. “Don’t do it, you bitch!”

Mia’s expression changed. “Fuck it,” she grunted, seizing the device with both hands. “Everyone brace yourselves. This is going to hurt!”

Mia leaned down and spoke a word.

I didn’t hear it—it wasn’t a thing for hearing. I felt the wind of its passing, like all the might and power of a thunderstorm compressed down into one single instant. I was nearly thrown from my feet, and Fliss and Stephanie actually were tossed across the room like dolls.

Only Mia resisted.

Charlie slumped bonelessly beneath me. All the strength in her limbs was gone, as if the word had been intended for her and her alone. She didn’t even react when Mia grabbed one of her lids and pulled it up, pressing the fractal mirror to her eyeball.

It flashed once, twice, then three times. Mia did the same thing with her other eye, then repeated the process for good measure.

Only once it was done did the redhead relax. Mia slumped over, landing on her ass on the carpet. A thick sheen of sweat dripped from her forehead and her face, and I realized belatedly that she looked like she’d just finished running a fucking marathon. Like she’d been rode hard and put away wet.

“It’s done,” Mia grunted. “She’s clear. Fuck, that was close. The worm almost had her whole pre-frontal cortex colonized.”

Charlie let out a groan. The dark elf was gone—her human body lay beneath mine, blonde and gorgeous. She struggled to lift her head — there were bruises all over her body, like she’d gotten into a fight with a dry cleaning machine.

For a heart-rending moment, I wondered if Mia was right. Then I saw her eyes, and I knew I was looking at the woman I loved.

“Jax? What… where am I?” She looked around, panic filling her features. “Oh my God, I just had the worst dream…”

“It wasn’t a dream,” Mia said. “What’s the last thing you remember before that?”

Somehow, Charlie managed to blink away her shock. “We brought the black box to the Stronghold,” she said, looking at me with an expression of realization. “We were going to watch the video Dr. Bodekker made for us.”

“That was your second mistake,” Mia said, sounding exhausted. “Your first was not tossing that fucking thing off a bridge the moment it was handed to you. Nothing good can come of a package like that from an Anchorite. I’m shocked it wasn’t rigged to explode, or filled with poison gas.”

“I said something like that,” Fliss muttered. She and Stephanie had just managed to pick themselves up off the floor.

“Oh my God.” Charlie looked horrified with herself. “You mean all that stuff with the dark elf was real!?” She turned to me, tears forming in her eyes. “Jax, I’m so, so sorry…”

I hugged her. For once, there was no need for forgiveness.

“It’s alright,” I told her. “It’s all alright now. You’re back.”

“You fought like hell,” Mia said. She sounded like she had a newfound, begrudging respect for my childhood friend. “I saw what that cognitive worm did to your brain, Charlie. Most people couldn’t have held it off the way you did. Even the Eye’s library of stock anti-cognitive phrases wouldn’t have been able to make a dent if you hadn’t been resisting that thing with everything you had.”

“I… I did?” Charlie looked surprised.

“You did,” Mia said with a curt nod. “You know, if you’d let me join your fucking team in the first place, I could have warned you about this shit ahead of time.”

Charlie crawled over to Mia. “Thank you,” she said, embracing the redhead like a long-lost sister. “You saved my life, Mia. More than that, you saved my soul. Oh my God, the things I almost did to you all! Fliss, Stephanie… can you ever forgive me?”

Neither woman held a grudge. They understood, as I did, that it hadn’t been Charlie who’d drawn that blade.

If it was anyone, it was the hateful Dr. Bodekker.

“You said something about the Demon Core?” I managed to ask Mia.

The redhead gave a little start. “I’m surprised you remembered,” she said, slumping against the carpet. “But yes. I’ve found it. Another thing you owe me for.”

“You’ll get what you’re owed,” I promised her. “Just tell me—what’s so funny that you wanted to share it with me? Where is the Eye keeping that control key?”

Despite her exhaustion, Mia managed to smile. “You’re not going to believe this,” she said, watching as my three harem girls hugged it out. “The Obsidian Eye is about to sell the fucking thing.”


Chapter Seventeen

“They’re called Wasp-17,” Mia said curtly.

It had been several hours since we’d freed Charlie from the grips of the ‘cognitive worm’ the Obsidian Eye tried to use to take over her mind. In the interim, we’d eaten, showered, and taken a quick nap. All of us needed it after that strange blast Mia summoned—whatever power she controlled, it left all of us as exhausted as if we’d climbed a mountain. She wouldn’t tell us about it, so I was left with more questions than answers.

I settled back on the couch, my limbs aching pleasantly. Before the nap, Charlie had made her formal apology to me for her behavior, and we’d made love. The sex had washed away the last of the lingering negative feelings around her transformation, and the rest of my harem now considered it water under the bridge. It had felt awesome to be inside her, to hold her as she cried and came to terms with the near loss of the Fortress and the corruption that nearly stole her from us.

“Sounds like a band,” Stephanie said, sipping her coffee. She’d gotten the Cornucopia to make us a fresh pot after we woke up from our naps. Mia said we only needed to sleep for an hour or two after that strange magical blast, but we were all still pretty tired. “Who are they?”

“The buyer for the Demon Core,” Mia explained. “Like I said, my former employers are looking to sell it.” She took a sip of coffee, smiling against the rim. “Fucking idiots.”

“I don’t understand,” Fliss said. “Does the Obsidian Eye need the money that badly? Surely they’d think it’s worth it to hang onto such an important, powerful artifact?”

“Especially with the Bellum Aeternum ramping up,” Charlie added. She sat in my lap—since coming back to herself, she didn’t want to be apart from me. I liked it, and my cock liked it even more. “Aren’t they thinking of the future?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe,” Mia said with a snicker. “The part you’re missing is just how ancient the Eye truly is. This isn’t the first flare up between Heaven and Hell we’ve witnessed, though it is shaping up to be the biggest battle in the Bellum Aeternum in the last few hundred years. With the Gates of Heaven and Hell beginning to open wide, there’s been a thousandfold increase in our internal reports of supernatural activity. Right now that’s mostly confined to the United States, but it won’t be long before it goes worldwide.”

I nodded. “Dr. Bodekker said something like that in his poison video. That the media’s covering up all the demon and angel attacks, but they won’t be able to keep doing so for much longer.”

Mia nodded. “That’s absolutely right. At the moment, The Powers That Be are able to keep a lid on things. But that will only hold for so long.”

“Crazy,” Stephanie murmured. Unlike the rest of my harem, she was still learning about all of this as she went. “Not to mention more than a little scary.”

Mia snickered at that. “Given the situation, my superiors believe that the consequences of holding onto a treasure such as the Demon Core create more liabilities than opportunities. Particularly as they lack the ability to use the Core in any effective manner, as you easily can here at the Stronghold.”

“Gotcha,” I said, nodding. “To us, it’s the world. To them, it’s junk that might someday be useful.”

“But how the fuck do the Eye intend to survive the Bellum Aeternum without it?” Charlie asked.

Mia’s expression grew grave. “The same way the Anchorites always have,” she said. “They keep their heads down. Do business with whoever will do business with them. And survive.” She clicked her tongue and set her mug down on the table next to her chair. “Which brings us back to Wasp-17.”

By some miracle, I’d actually heard of them. “They’re the Hollywood cult, right?”

Mia blinked, a little taken aback. “Yes, they are,” she said, giving me a strange look. “You enjoy reading gossip magazines, Jax?”

“I’m known to catch a showing of Inside Edition every now and then,” I said. Now it was my turn to shrug like I knew something secret. “I don’t know much about them, but I have heard the name.”

“They’re about a decade old,” Mia explained. “Founded by a former comedian and movie star named Joe Knight, after a psychedelic experience he had during a trip to South America. Our agents weren’t involved, though I can’t fully rule out the possibility of some occult agency expanding Mr. Knight’s mind into some sinister directions.”

“What are they all about?” Fliss asked. “I don’t really follow celebrity gossip…”

“Mostly, about worshiping Joe Knight,” Mia said, her lips twisting wryly. The arrangement he has with his followers at his complex in New Mexico puts your squad to shame. He’s got several hundred cultists, mostly young women—former influencers, aspiring models and film actresses, niches like that. Women attracted to power, and the possibility of power.”

“So?” I leaned forward, my hands on my knees. “I’m not trying to minimize anything this Knight guy might have done, but women have flocked to men like that since time immemorial. What makes him different from any other Hollywood creep?”

“He’s gone insane, for one,” Mia said. “Believes he can perform miracles, and at least a sizable fraction of his fanbase believes it. His ‘miracles’ trend regularly on social media and video sharing sites, winning him millions of soft followers and getting more people interested in Wasp-17.”

“These ‘miracles’,” Fliss said, making air quotes with her fingers. “Are they real?”

I expected Mia to shake her head. Instead, she nodded.

“His experience with the Beyond has indeed left Mr. Knight with some occult ability,” the redhead admitted. “But he’s nowhere near as powerful as he pretends to be. And lately, he’s been spreading a very dangerous delusion. You see, he believes in the Bellum Aeternum—and he thinks he’s the only one who can save humanity from it. While Mr. Knight was tripping balls out in the Amazon jungle, he says he received a transmission from an angel—an angel in the form of a beautiful woman.”

Now I was the one who snorted. I’d seen angels up close, and there was nothing beautiful about them.

“I suppose this beautiful angel told him he was the Chosen One,” I said.

“Probably gave him a bee jay while she was doing it, too,” Stephanie added, rolling her eyes.

Mia ignored that last part. “As a result, Mr. Knight has become completely convinced of his impending godhood. He’s posted numerous videos to that effect on his social media channels, and his cult of followers believe that once he consumes the Demon Core, he’ll rule over the world as a kind of God Emperor, benevolently guiding humanity into a Golden Age.”

Fliss started. “This guy voiced a talking fish in a kid’s movie I got roped into taking my niece to,” the brunette said, putting her hands on her hips. “And now he thinks he’s God?”

Mia shrugged. “The Obsidian Eye is more than willing to humor Mr. Knight’s delusion. His money is good, and he has quite a lot of it.”

“I guess being a talking fish pays well,” Charlie said with a little snark.

“I suppose.” Mia smirked.

I held up a hand. “I’m less interested in Mr. Knight’s film roles than in the fact that he’s planning on having the item I need to upgrade my fortress for dinner,” I said. “Clearly, we don’t want this sale to happen. So how do we stop it?”

It sounded almost too absurd for words. The control key we’d been looking for all this time, chowed on by some Hollywood comedian-turned-cult-leader? That was insane. If I couldn’t stop that from happening, then I was no Powermancer at all. I wasn’t even fit to lead my harem.

Fortunately, Mia already had a plan. "The transfer is set to happen this weekend," she explained, taking a sip of her coffee. "The Eye is planning a big ceremony where ownership of the Demon Core will officially be transferred over."

"What's it called?" Charlie asked.

"The ceremony?" Mia blinked. "Oh. They're calling it the Ceremony."

Cute, I thought.

"Of course they are," Charlie said, rolling her eyes. "I'm not even sure why I bothered to ask."

"It's shaping up to be quite the party," Mia added before any more jokes could be made. "Tons of cameras, an ultra-exclusive guest list, along with representatives from not just the Eye but pretty much every occult organization in the world. Everyone wants to be represented."

Curious. "Sounds like quite the shindig."

Mia's smirk widened. "Three guesses who's going to be emceeing the Ceremony. I'll give you a hint. He'll be doing it via hologram, beamed over from his hermetically-sealed bunker in the Anchorite complex."

There could be only one answer. "Dr. Bodekker?"

Mia touched her nose with the tip of her finger. "Bingo."

It made perfect sense. But it still pissed me off. The good doctor had tried to kill us now on more than one occasion. If it hadn’t been for Mia, Charlie would have gone insane from the cognitive worm his program smuggled into her brain. His power, privilege, and eccentric manner all combined to make him a perfect representative for the Obsidian Eye at whatever fucked-up 'meeting of the minds' they wanted to have with Wasp-17. But he was still a killer. A monster.

Knowing he was going to be there made this personal.

"We can't let that handoff happen," I told Mia. "We've got to crash that party."

"That's exactly what I was thinking," the redhead said. "Now, I can't get us in as members of the Obsidian Eye. I've tried, and their security is too good, and the guest list is too tight. I thought of smuggling our group in as members of some Hollywood actor's entourage, but they're limiting the numbers of support staff for the VIPs, as well."

I did a double take. "You could do that?" I asked. "Hook us up with some celebrity and get us in their clique?"

Mia looked amused. "Why, did you have someone in mind?" She crossed her arms, looking from me to each of my women in turn. "Some starlet you've dreamed of giving the Archon System through your brand, and turning her into one of your personal harem girls? Maybe you have fantasies of transforming one of those movie superheroines into the real deal—"

"My fantasies are my own business," I said, cutting her off. "And you still haven't explained how we're going to get into that party."

"Yeah!" Stephanie put her elbows on the table, watching Mia through her long eyelashes. "If we can't be agents of the Eye, and we can't pretend to be security guards, how the fuck do we get inside?"

Mia's smug look deepened. "With these," she said, taking her phone out of her pocket and sliding it across the counter. "Take a look, Jax."

I did. At first I thought the photo on Mia’s phone showed some dead animal she’d stumbled upon on the side of the road. Gradually I realized I wasn’t looking at fur, but a thick black garment.

Charlie and Fliss craned their necks to see the phone. Stephanie wasn’t close enough; she frowned and squinted, but she was unable to make out the photo. “What the hell am I looking at? A drowned cat?”

Mia laughed, sounding in on the joke. “It’s a robe,” she explained. “I have a half-dozen of them. Until a few days ago, they all belonged to a minor Hollywood actress who fell into the Wasp-17 cult. They belonged to her and her personal assistants, and they were worn whenever she wasn’t busy filming her latest movie.” She grinned. “Her assistants didn’t do a very good job of safeguarding her trailer.”

I took a second look at the picture. The robe did not look very comfortable. “These are what Joe Knight’s followers wear?”

“Usually it’s all they wear,” Mia said, nodding. “From what I understand, Mr. Knight likes to have… easy access to his female followers.”

“Gross,” Fliss groaned, rolling her eyes. “I hope you got those robes dry cleaned.”

Stephanie, however, looked intrigued. “That’s a good idea,” the goth girl purred. “They look warm as hell, but if you’re naked underneath, I bet all that fur feels good.”

Hmm. Stephanie might be onto something. “You interested in giving it a try?” I asked her.

From the look on her face, Stephanie would gladly have serviced me wearing nothing but a cultist’s robe. Unfortunately, Mia cut her off before she could go into detail about all the things she’d do while wearing it.

“I also managed to get Wasp-17 passcodes,” the redhead said. “They’ll get us into the building where the Ceremony is being held. You should be aware that that’s about all they’ll do.”

Hmm?

“Once you’re inside, it will be up to you and your squad to get the Core. You’ll have to play it by ear: steal it, replace it with a forgery, or just grab the thing and fight your way out of there.”

From the look on her face, I could tell which one Mia thought I was going to go for. I never meant to cause a ruckus—it just always seemed to happen. The parking lot of the Fortress of Solitude was proof enough of that.

“You’re giving us robes and access codes,” Fliss said. “I assume they belong to the Hollywood starlet who’s supposed to be appearing at this Ceremony?”

Mia nodded. “Yes. But she won’t be in attendance. She’s come down with a terrible case of the stomach flu.”

I didn’t even want to know how Mia had made that happen. I just rolled with it. “So one of us will have to pretend to be the star, and the rest of us will be her hired help.”

“Her fellow cultists,” Mia agreed with another smirk. “Yes. I’ll let the four of you hammer that one out by yourselves. I don’t care who it is, as long as they don’t blow our cover. They’ll need to socialize a bit more than the help, who won’t speak unless they’re spoken to. But it will be a bit more challenging—”

Stephanie lifted a hand. “I’ll do it,” she said.

Fliss and Charlie both stared at her.

“You?” Fliss asked, her brows furrowing together. “I assumed it would be me.”

“Hell,” Charlie snorted. “I figured I would do the job. I’m the one with experience at dealing with the general public. A bunch of occult freaks are probably easier to handle than the Magic: The Gathering crowd at the Fortress on a Friday night…”

Stephanie chuckled at that—like Charlie, she’d dealt with those crowds—but she was already shaking her head. “No. Think about it. You turn into a Lord of the Rings extra when you transform, boss, and Fliss looks like Wonder Woman with a platinum dye job. Both of you are going to stick out like sore thumbs.” She glanced down at herself. “But I’m the Blood Witch. I can show up at that Ceremony already transformed, completely powered up, and no one will be the wiser. And I’ll be able to hypnotize any fuckers who start getting suspicious.”

Fuck. Stephanie had a hell of a good point. She could use her powers the entire team we were at the Ceremony. Charlie and Fliss’s abilities would only be useful if things went south and we needed to climb out of the building over the bodies of the Obsidian Eye.

Aren’t celebrities supposed to be super charismatic? I asked myself. Having literal hypnosis powers definitely dovetails with that.

“She’s right,” I said, making the decision. “Congratulations, Steph. You’re Hollywood’s new it girl.”

She giggled, then ran her fingers through her raven-black hair. “Who, me?” she teased, grinning from ear to ear. “I’m ready for my close up, Mr. Scorsese!”

“Great.” Charlie rolled her eyes. “You’re going to be even more insufferable now.”

Stephanie stuck out her tongue. “You’re just jealous because the Academy loves me,” she chuckled.

“None of you need to win any awards,” Mia said, cutting both of my women off. “You just need to get in, get out, and bring the Demon Core with you. After that, we can power up the Stronghold and really start bringing the Archon System to the people.”

The idea of upgrading this fortress interested me. I wanted to hear more about what I could expect from placing the control key, and I sensed that Mia could tell me. But there was something else we needed to cover first.

“You make it sound like you’re not going with us, Mia,” I said, frowning.

The change in the redhead’s face was subtle, but undeniable. “I’ll be crow’s nest on this one,” she said, pausing just long enough that I knew she resented not being in the thick of things with us. “Unfortunately, the Eye recognizes me, and there is enough cognitive bullshit installed in my brain that if I were unmasked in the middle of the Ceremony, I’d become more of a liability to you than an asset.”

“That sucks,” Charlie said, frowning. “You know this stuff better than any of us, Mia. I was looking forward to following your lead.”

A little smile lit up the redhead’s face at the compliment. “For what it’s worth, I attempted to apply to become an official security detail for the Ceremony. It wasn’t approved. But I’ll be in your ears, feeding you info all night. I might not be there in the flesh, but I’ll have eyes and ears inside the building thanks to my knowledge of the Eye’s security codes.”

I nodded, a worrying feeling spreading through my gut. “You were rejected for the detail? Why?”

Mia met my eye. I didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to know what she was about to say; but I still wanted to hear her say it. I needed to know the truth.

The redhead was silent for a long moment. Finally, she shrugged. “He didn’t think I was a good fit,” she said, glancing away.

The fact that she was no longer able to meet my eye sealed it.

“He doesn’t trust you,” I said, my tone hardening. “He already suspects you’re a double agent.”

“He doesn’t know that,” Mia snapped, her head whipping up. “I’ve given the Eye no indication that my loyalties are divided. Even if he suspects something, that’s far from proof.”

“Divided? Mia, you’re a full-on traitor now.”

Her lips formed a tight little line. “I know that,” she said, her fingers unconsciously reaching for her nose to staunch any bleeding.

I thought about that thing that burrowed into Charlie’s brain, trying to take control of her and turn her against the rest of the harem, and shuddered. What kind of hideous bullshit did Dr. Bodekker subject his own employees to?

Mia took back her phone and slipped it into her jacket. “That’s why I need your assurances,” she said, regarding me evenly. “One way or the other, by the time the Ceremony is over, my cover will be blown. There’ll be no hiding my deception from the Eye any longer. I need a safe place to land.” She swallowed hard. “I need to be branded, Jaxon.”

Was that… lust in her voice?

I found it almost impossible to believe. But Mia sounded almost excited to be subjected to the mind-melting pleasure of the branding process. She spoke about it like she didn’t want to be so turned on by the thought, but couldn’t control herself.

“I need that power,” she whispered, her tone growing heated as she looked at each of my women in turn. “And… as much as I hate to admit it, Jaxon Bryant, I need the protection of your squad.” She made a face, swallowing hard. “I’m not saying I’m ready to do anything drastic…”

I held up a hand. “I’m not asking you to,” I said, cutting her off. “And I don’t want you to, Mia.”

This hadn’t been what she was expecting to hear. “Excuse me?” she asked, looking like she’d just swallowed a bowling ball.

I couldn’t stop the smirk that rose to my face. “Look at my harem,” I said, cocking my head in the direction of the trio of women at the table. “Every single one of them is here because they want to be, not because they feel like they ‘have’ to be.”

I had Mia dead to rights, and she knew it. “If the answer to you wanting to sleep with me is anything other than an enthusiastic ‘fuck yes’, then I don’t want it. Because I’ve already got three girls who did say ‘fuck yes’—and continue to show me that ‘fuck yes’ is their answer, every single day.” I turned to them with a smile. “It just wouldn’t be fair to make them wait for someone who’s not fully committed to the harem.”

I could tell the turn this conversation had taken was not what Mia had expected. Her mouth opened and closed slowly, and no words came out. It wasn’t often I was treated with the sight of Mia Morgan speechless.

“But I’ll give you what you want,” I said. “You’ve earned that.” I had an Ability Point locked and loaded, ready to awaken some lucky girl to the Archon System. “Let’s go brand you—”

Mia was already shaking her head. “You can’t,” she said, looking like she wished like hell I could. “It won’t work.”

What? “Like hell it won’t,” I told her, my smirk widening as I spoke. “Mia, you haven’t seen what the branding process can do…”

“I know what it can’t do,” the redhead said, putting down her coffee. “Trick the Obsidian Eye’s sensors into still believing I’m one of them. As soon as I gain access to the Archon System, my cover will be well and truly blown.”

All of us were quiet for a moment.

“Really?” Charlie asked.

“If it weren’t true, I’d demand that you brand me right here and now,” the redhead said. “Unfortunately, it will have to wait until you have the Core in your possession. Until then, I’ll help you and your team as much as I can while remaining in human form.”

That made sense.

“I told you that you could have access to the Archon System once you’d earned it,” I told the redhead. “Once we have that second control key, you’ll have well and truly earned your spot on the squad, Mia.”

She flashed a tight, thin little smile. “I’m so glad you think so,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “You’d just better come through for me, Jaxon Bryant. If I go through all this trouble to help out you and your team, only to find that you’ve screwed me out of my end of the bargain…”

“That won’t happen,” Fliss assured the woman. “We can promise you that.”

Charlie nodded. “Jax knows how much of an asset you can be to the team,” the blonde said, glancing over at me. “He’s no dummy. He knows an opportunity when he sees it.”

I did. Only why did it feel like both of my girlfriends were trying to convince me I needed to do more than just brand Mia?

“Just make sure you keep that Ability Point handy,” the redhead said. She set down her cup of coffee, now empty, and rose from the table. “I need to report in before my superiors get even more suspicious. We wouldn’t want them pulling me in for questioning before the Ceremony. That could throw a wrench into the entire works.”

I nodded. “Alright then. Keep us posted.”

With a promise to do just that, Mia said her goodbyes and summoned a portal. I couldn’t see where her destination was, but that didn’t bother me too much. By now, she was committed to the cause. She was one of us, even if she hadn’t been granted official status in the crew or access to the Archon System yet.

If we fell, Mia Morgan was going to fall right with us.

“So,” Stephanie said once the portal was closed. “A Hollywood occult party. We’re going to have to get all dolled up for this!”

“It’s a week away,” Charlie said, rolling her eyes with a smile. “I wouldn’t worry about the prep work just yet.”

“I’d be thinking more about the Demon Core,” Fliss said, “and how we’re going to steal it.”

I was thinking of that, too. But I was also thinking about how my girls were going to look all dressed to the nines underneath their cultist robes. Not to mention how sexy Stephanie would be, showing up to the party in vampire mode in heels, fishnets, and a corset…

Yeah. This was going to be a good time.


Chapter Eighteen

“Damn,” Stephanie said, running her fingers through the soft fur. “I look good. I could get used to this…”

The goth girl, in full Blood Witch mode, ran her fingers through the thick, silky fur of her robe. She giggled and did a little twirl in front of the mirror, her breasts bouncing in the leather corset she wore post-transformation as her skirt rose up to flash a glimpse of her pale, perfect ass.

We were in one of the lesser used rooms of the Stronghold— Mia suspected it was a gymnasium, and it would be fully powered up once we installed the Demon Core control key in the central pillar. It was certainly big enough; the room was as large as two basketball courts put together, and it filled no other purpose that I could figure out. We were using the mirrors along the wall to check out our outfits: Mia called it the dress rehearsal, and as soon as it was done, she’d blink us to just outside of the Eye’s ceremony.

“It’s so not fair,” Charlie was saying. “Steph gets to look like a glamorous celebrity, and we get to walk around looking like we decided to turn potato sacks into clothing…”

“Oh, come on,” Fliss said. “It’s not that bad.”

Charlie was overstating things. The cultist robes—freshly stolen by Mia from some up-and-coming starlet’s Hollywood trailer—weren’t the most flattering garments in the world, but they got the job done. The ones worn by members of Mr. Knight’s personal entourage were sleeker and more form fitting, but the ones he gave to people he wasn’t intending to add to his harem were more utilitarian and businesslike. These were the ones we had.

Charlie looked over at me, the corners of her mouth pricking up with obvious interest. “We should just all dress up like Jax,” she said, clearly liking what she saw. “Why couldn’t we all be part of Stephanie’s security team, again?”

“Because the woman Stephanie is pretending to be only rates one bodyguard,” Mia said, rolling her eyes. This wasn’t the first time she’d had to explain it—she was getting irritated with my girls’ teasing, even though they weren’t really upset about the way they were dressed. “Besides, looking good at this party is far less important than making sure no one is looking at you. You want to blend in perfectly, to raise no one’s notice.” She nodded in my direction. “With Jax, that’s impossible. So bodyguard it is.”

All three of my women turned and looked at me. I didn’t need to be a mind-reader to know what they were thinking. Like Stephanie, I looked good in this outfit. My women were probably wishing I’d dress like this more often.

Too bad it was uncomfortable as hell. The black suit wasn’t so bad; though black jacket on black dress shirt wasn’t really my thing, the garments were tailored well and fit like they’d been made for me rather than some random Hollywood tart’s entourage.

But it was the mask that really pissed me off.

It covered me from the top of my forehead to the bottom of my chin, as bone white as the rest of my outfit was black. When I looked in the mirror, I found a faceless face staring back at me: I wore the expression of a statue, one of those ancient ones that depicted a mighty warrior slaying some mythological creature.

It made me look, in point of fact, like one of the statues in the foyer of the Stronghold.

“Jax is far too recognizable,” Mia explained. She’d run all of this by us before; I sensed that she repeated these things more for her own benefit, rather than ours. “There’s no way he could take more than ten steps into the door without being spotted by agents of the Eye. Honestly, I’m not even sure the mask is enough protection. But it will have to do…”

Stephanie stepped up to me, smirking. It was a little hard to see her with the mask: even without it she was still several inches shorter than me, and the mask restricted my vision so that I had to tilt my head forward to see what was in front of me. The vampire looked me up and down, her eyes burning with lust—then she lifted the bottom of my mask and kissed me, hard.

“It’s perfect,” she said, breaking the kiss. “What do you think, Jax? You going to be able to deal with all those lady cultists putting their hands all over you?”

Hmm? I hadn’t even thought of that. With the mask, there was a real chance that I might upstage Mr. Knight at his own event.

“They won’t have time,” I said, my voice slightly muffled by the mask. “I’m going to be too busy putting my hands all over you.”

I reached around and grabbed a handful of Stephanie’s firm, round ass. The goth girl moaned, and she probably would have mounted me right then and there were it not for Mia’s sigh.

“Okay, let’s save it for the afterparty.” The redhead rolled her eyes. “Get familiar with your outfits, because you’re going to be wearing them right up until the moment Jax has the Demon Core.”

Everyone who wasn’t Stephanie made a show of adjusting their robes. Charlie was wearing casual clothes underneath hers—leggings and a t-shirt—while I caught a flash of skin beneath Fliss’s furs.

I felt a bolt of lightning strike from the top of my head to the tip of my cock. Was Fliss naked under those robes?

I was tempted to ask, but Mia was already moving on.

“The most important tip I can give you is to steer clear of the Obsidian Eye,” the redhead said.

“Isn’t the Eye running this whole thing?” Fliss asked. “Going to be pretty hard to avoid them if that’s the case.”

Mia was already shaking her head. “There’s going to be a half-dozen different occult agencies in attendance. Only the Eye is officially searching for you, though the others doubtless have enough double agents in the Anchorite network that they have some idea whom Dr. Boddeker has been hunting over the last few weeks. Which leads me to my second point: keep a low profile.”

“That’s the plan,” I grunted.

Mia stared at me. “Uh huh. That's why you’re grabbing Stephanie’s ass right in front of me?”

I didn’t like Mia’s tone. “I’m grabbing her ass because she’s mine, and because she likes it,” I said, watching with gratification as spots of color rose to the goth girl’s cheeks. “I don’t need any other reason than that, Mia. It’s certainly not to get you all hot and bothered.”

I thought I’d scored a point. But from the way the redhead’s face changed, I’d clearly misjudged her.

“I’m not talking about me,” she insisted, her face growing harder and colder. “I know how you are, Jaxon Bryant. If you make a scene—if you draw attention to yourself in the middle of this Ceremony—you will raise the Eye’s suspicions. And this mission will fail.”

Oh. I see.

Mia put her hands on her hips. “So just this once, please keep your hands off of your harem for an hour or two,” she said, her lips forming a tight little line. “If you’re even capable of it, that is.”

Before I could say anything, Stephanie turned around and gave Mia a dismissive look. “My valet will be fine,” she insisted, putting a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll be… flirty, but only to a degree that would be accepted at a party with so many VIPs and industry connections.”

Damn, I thought. She sounded like a Hollywood actress already. I was glad I’d locked Stephanie down when I had the chance. With her gothic good looks and her seductive nature, she definitely could have burnt up the silver screen if she decided to go in that direction.

Mia didn’t sound happy about it, but she wasn’t going to argue. “Fine,” she said flatly, turning her attention away from me and returning it to the squad as a whole. “Just keep the hanky-panky to a minimum. The last thing I need is for you to fuck up this close to the finish line and put the whole mission into the toilet.”

Yep. Definitely didn’t like the way Mia was talking to me.

“I’ve got this under control,” I told the redhead, looking straight into her eyes. “You just focus on getting us information, and we’ll get you that Demon Core.”

“And once it's installed, you’ll get your reward,” Charlie reminded the redhead. “The Archon System.”

“And membership in the club,” Stephanie said, a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Just not in Jax’s bedroom.”

An irritated look spread across Mia’s face. “Trust me, I will be perfectly fine sleeping in a different bed than the rest of you,” she insisted. “The thought of missing out on your little male-focused orgies won’t make me lose any sleep whatsoever.”

So she said. But was she telling the truth? It made me wonder. Mia could act above it all as much as she wanted, but I’d seen the way she looked at me and my women. There was jealousy there, even if the gorgeous redhead didn’t want to admit it existed.

But in the end, I’d said what I’d said. And I’d meant it. If Mia wanted to join the harem, she was going to need to jump in feet first with just as much enthusiasm as my other girls. If she wanted to do this wishy-washy bullshit with me, I’d just as soon stick with the three beautiful bitches I already had at my beck and call.

Wow, I thought. That doesn’t sound like the old Jaxon Bryant at all.

It wasn’t. That guy had considered himself lucky enough to have one girl in his bedroom at night. Having three women who loved me this much had given me a mindset of abundance: going forward, I was no longer merely thinking with my dick. I was thinking about our group. Our squad.

Our family.

“Whatever you say,” I told Mia with a shrug. Non-committal was definitely the way to play it; I knew that it would drive her crazy, despite her denials. “Speaking of the squad, you got those in-ears we talked about?”

Mia did. She produced a set of earbuds from her jacket pocket, tiny black beads that looked like something a security guard or a politician giving a speech would wear. Mine fit my inner ear perfectly, and I could see from the looks on my women’s faces that theirs were just as well-contoured.

As we slid them inside our ears, Mia turned around. “Testing,” a husky female voice whispered into my ear. “Is the connection good?”

Oh, it was. It most certainly was. It felt like Mia was right next to my ear, her lips pursed against me as she whispered. She was keeping her voice down, so we wouldn’t hear her a few feet away, too, which made it even nicer.

Next to me, Stephanie shivered. “Oh baby,” she giggled, nibbling her bottom lip with her fangs. “That gives me shivers! Have you ever thought of making ASMR videos, Mia? You’d be damned good at it.”

“Is that what that is?” Fliss asked. She looked like a lightbulb had just gone off over her head. “I’ve heard that term before, but I never understood what it was supposed to mean.”

“Really?” Charlie frowned. “Even I know about ASMR.”

“I’m not kidding!” Fliss laughed, looking over at Mia, who still had her back turned and was trying like hell not to react to the conversation we were having. “I had no idea it was like a whisper thing.” Her hand went to the back of her neck as spots of color rose to her cheeks. “It was kinda nice, actually. Made all my hair stand up on end—”

“Okay!” Mia turned around, her tone brooking no further bullshit. “The earbuds work, so you’ll be able to hear me giving you information and commands throughout the Ceremony. If you need to speak to me, you can touch the bead in your ear and open a channel to talk to me personally. But I wouldn’t recommend doing it unless you can get somewhere alone, or if your cover is already blown.”

Understood.

“I’ll drop you off just outside the venue, then leave you to go do my thing,” Mia said.

By her thing, she meant the van she had parked a block or two away from the convention center. Apparently she’d already hooked herself into the Obsidian Eye’s networks, which meant that she could see through their eyes and hear through their ears for the duration of the Ceremony. She’d be able to feed us info and direct our movements, helping us locate the Demon Core while steering clear of any Eye personnel who might be able to see through our disguises.

I was counting on her. And Mia was counting on us.

“Okay,” the redhead said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “I’ve shown you mine. Now it’s time for you to show me yours.”

What? I didn’t understand, and told her so.

“Your plan,” Mia said, undeterred. “This is the part where you tell me your plan for getting the control key out of the venue, Jax. Let me in on the details, so that we’re all on the same page and I can help you along the way.”

I stared at her. So did the rest of my harem.

“Plan?” I blurted.

Mia blinked. “You’ve had a whole week to come up with a plan,” the redhead whispered. “What… you can’t be serious.”

Fliss stirred. “We’re not really planners,” she said with a shrug. She looked to me to see if I’d come up with something clever in the interim, but I merely shook my head. “I guess we were planning on playing it by ear?”

“Just grab the thing and transform, I say,” Charlie added with a grin. “That’s worked out okay for us so far. We’ll have surprise on our side, and it means the Noir Knight gets to beat some ass. That’s always good from where I’m standing—”

“Shut up,” Mia whispered. Her voice was curiously devoid of emotion, which was the only reason I didn’t tell her off for interrupting one of my girls. “You seriously haven’t come up with a plan for securing the control key?”

“Should we have?” I asked her, frowning. “We’ve got this handled, Mia. You just be ready to roll when all hell breaks loose.”

The redhead’s eyes widened. She sputtered incoherently, spittle flying from her lips as she tried to come up with a proper response. “You’re… you’re kidding me,” she finally blurted. “What the ever-loving hell have the four of you been doing with your time over the past week!?”

I thought it over. The last week of my life was a blur. Repair operations on the Fortress of Solitude took up most of it, along with getting Stephanie and Charlie moved into the Stronghold. I’d had to have a couple of conversations with Stephanie’s family, too, though they were surprisingly okay with their daughter moving out. I could sympathize—they didn’t have much space to share.

So that took up most of my week.

Oh, and the sex.

We’d had a lot of sex.

“Taking care of business,” I told Mia. That made sense in pretty much any capacity she wanted to read it. “You don’t need to worry about any of that, Mia. Not until you join the group.”

“If we make it that far,” the redhead grumbled. Yet there was no further complaining from her as she set about performing the ritual that would open up a portal to the Ceremony.

As she did, my girls clustered around me. Fliss and Charlie both looked incredible, despite the plainness of their robes, and Stephanie was raw sex in heels in her Hollywood vampire getup. Even knowing that this was supposed to be a secret mission with us hiding the extent of our abilities, I felt like the luckiest son of a bitch in the world.

“You sure you’re going to be okay taking orders from me?” Stephanie asked, her dark eyes sparkling with mischief.

I gave her another spank on her round, pale ass. “As long as you remember who’s really in charge,” I warned her.

She groaned with bliss. “Mmmh, no worries there,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip with her fangs. She’d coated her lips with jet black lipstick, which made her look even more like a vampire. “Don’t worry, I won’t be too mean to you. But these people are going to be expecting me to be a bit of a bitch.”

“Gotcha.” I adjusted my mask. “I’ll try to keep it together. By the way, I want us all to have a secret signal in case something goes wrong.”

Fliss and Charlie both stared at me.

“Signal?” Fliss asked.

“If there’s a problem, and you can’t get somewhere quiet to message Mia and the rest of us,” I explained, “just do this.”

I tapped the bead in my ear, opening the connection between myself and Mia for a brief moment. Everyone with one of the earbuds in their ears heard it as a brief click, like someone hanging up quickly from a phone call.

Then I did it two more times.

“Three clicks,” I told the girls. “That’s the danger signal. You hear that, we find each other, and we get the hell out. Okay?”

They all nodded.

“Three clicks for three chicks,” Charlie said, making a face. “That’s easy enough to remember.”

I hoped it would be.

Just then, the portal opened. Mia turned away from it with a frown and gave us a final once over, looking at our squad like she believed our chances of success on this operation were hovering somewhere around zero percent.

But we’d shocked her before.

We were going to do it again, I could feel it. After tonight, we’d no longer be able to hide, but we wouldn’t want to. With the stakes rising every day in the Bellum Aeternum, it was time for me and my harem to do way more than hide behind our wards and hump like bunnies.

It was time for us to show humanity a better way. To prove that resistance was possible.

It was time for us to lead.

“You ready?” Mia asked.

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” I told her with a smirk. “You hear what I told the girls?”

“Oh, about your secret spy signal?” The redhead pursed her lips, giving me a look like I was being hopelessly naive. “Don’t worry about all that. If things go sideways at the Ceremony, you won’t need a signal. You’ll just know.”

I swallowed hard.

“Maybe if you’re lucky, you’ll have enough time to transform,” Mia added, unable to resist the urge to twist the knife. “Good luck!”




Chapter Nineteen

The smell of ozone washed over me as I stepped out of the portal. I found myself in an empty parking lot, tucked between two buildings the size of small skyscrapers. Stars sparkled far overhead, and the sounds of the city rushed into my ears.

As soon as my feet hit the pavement, my girls were clambering through behind me. Stephanie took the dismount naturally, a knowing smirk on her face as she sashayed over to me. She truly did look like the Queen of the Night—the kind of vampire men would gladly let bite them, even if doing so meant an eternity of servitude.

As she reached me, Stephanie craned her neck. The alley next to the parking lot was quiet. Good.

“This is a pretty public place,” the vampire said, a faint frown tugging her features. “I’m surprised no one saw us. Do you think Mia just knows what she’s doing, or she got lucky?”

Before I could answer, Fliss and Charlie hopped through the rent in the air. The latter frowned as her feet touched the ground, while Fliss looked ready and raring to get this show on the road.

“Ugh,” Charlie muttered, hastening to catch up with us. Her robes swished around her knees as she crossed the parking lot, heavy and dark. “I sure hope this Ceremony has decent air conditioning. I had no idea the city was this humid.”

“It feels alright,” Fliss said from behind her. “I definitely wish I could take this off, though. Feel the wind on my skin.”

Charlie stared. “Your skin?” She craned her neck, noticing what I’d seen earlier—that the only bits of Fliss’s body that could be seen in the folds of the robe were bare skin. “What the hell are you wearing under that thing, Fliss?”

“Honestly?” A smile danced across my girlfriend’s face. “A thong.”

I blinked. I’d expected her to get casual with it, but not that casual.

“Don’t look at me like that!” she said, almost but not quite laughing. “You know we’re just going to transform as soon as we see that rock. I might as well be comfortable until I become the Valkyrie.” She beamed at Charlie like she was surprised her bestie didn’t think of the same idea. “These robes are too hot for a bunch of clothing!”

Charlie did a double take. “Hang on,” she said, glancing over at a shady spot in the corner of the parking lot. “I’m going to take this shirt off…”

Before she could, all of our earbuds cut on at once. “Evening, team,” Mia said, her voice far less of a husky whisper this time around. She must have taken Stephanie’s suggestion about doing ASMR to heart—and decided never to give us that impression again. “I’m in position. Currently sitting in a van about three blocks away from the convention center. Give me a quick check in to make sure your microphones are working, and I’ll guide you to the location.”

Charlie reached up and touched her earbud. “Charlie here,” she said, spots of color rising to her cheeks. “Is it as hot and humid for you as it is for us?”

“Negative.” I could feel the smugness radiating from Mia even through the link. “There’s air conditioning in the van.”

Charlie made a face. “Of course she’s lording it over us.”

“That’s one.” Mia’s voice came over the link. “What about the rest of you?”

One by one, we all checked in with Mia to make sure our earbuds were working properly. We could hear her, and she could hear all of us—when we opened the link, at least. Which she reminded us not to do unless there was an undeniable emergency.

Once she was done with all the preliminaries, Mia turned to business. “Head out of the parking lot and to the end of the alley,” she said, speaking to all of us at once. “Once you’re at the street, go to the right. I’ll give you further directions from there.”

“I could be wrong,” Fliss said as we walked, “but I think that woman enjoys bossing us around.”

“Of course she does,” Stephanie said. Of all of us, she was the only one completely unaffected by the heat and humidity of the night. Her pale, vampiric skin was cold to the touch, and had no sweat beading on her cleavage. “Isn’t it obvious?”

Evidently, it wasn’t to my other women. Fliss and Charlie stared questioningly.

“Once she accepts the Archon System,” the vampire explained with a smirk, “she’ll be totally reliant on our squad for protection. And since she’s already sworn she’s not going to jump in bed with our leader once she joins the Stronghold, she’s going to be coming in at the bottom of the pecking order.” She grinned as if all of this were obvious. “Honestly, if I were her I’d at least be trying to be nice. Give a good impression before her fate’s in our hands and all that. But of course, if I were Mia, I’d already be bouncing on Jax’s dick…”

“Which you do at every opportunity,” Charlie chuckled, giving her a playful little punch on the elbow.

Fliss shook her head. “I wonder about that,” the brunette muttered.

“About Steph riding Jax’s dick?”

“No,” Fliss said with a faint smile. “About Mia not wanting to join the harem. She talks a good game, but there’s something in her eyes. A look that gets into them every now and then when she looks at all of us together…”

I was thinking the same thing about Mia. But before I could add in my two cents, the redhead’s voice came over the line.

“Are you moving?” Mia sounded worried. “I’m not showing you moving. Has something shown to block you from entering the street?”

She feared a demon. Or an angel. She didn’t realize that we were gossipping about her instead of heading to where we were supposed to be.

It was almost cute, when you put it like that.

“No, we’re fine,” I assured the redhead with a quick tap of the bead in my ear. “Just took a second to, ah, adjust the outfits. That’s all. Over,” I added belatedly.

There was silence from Mia’s side of the line for a moment. “You should have handled that beforehand,” she said harshly. “Keep moving, and let me know if you run into any unforeseen obstacles. Over.”

I sighed. “She really is going to milk this.”

“Probably thinks we stopped to play a little grab ass,” Stephanie said. “Alright, let’s get into character. You ready?”

The change in Steph over the next few moments was subtle but undeniable. As she walked, she put more of a haughty sway into her movements, going from my good little vampire to a bad bitch who knew exactly what a prize she was. By the time she’d taken another half-dozen steps, she was every bit the Hollywood brat that the Eye and Wasp-17 would expect her to be.

“Damn,” I muttered. She was one hell of an actress.

“What was that, servant?” The vampire asked. Only her eyes, sparkling with mischief, put the lie to her better-than-you attitude.

“I’m thinking you might enjoy that a little too much,” I said over the other harem girls’ giggles. “Let’s get moving before Mia sends us another nasty gram.”

We headed out of the alley and into the street. Instinctively, I recoiled at the sensation of being out in the open among so many strangers. We weren’t powered up, and the possibility that anyone making their way down the street could be a demon or a souped-up angel in disguise was a worrying one.

Then I remembered that I was powerful and surrounded by my babes, and I had nothing to fear. I kept the Tempest Fang in the back of my thoughts, ready to be summoned just in case, but I dismissed my worries as I led Stephanie down the block.

We fell into the formation Mia had suggested we walk in: Stephanie in front, me accompanying her, with Fliss and Charlie slightly behind and extended to either side like a pair of wings. The girls wrapped their robes around their bodies as we walked, shielding their faces as best as they could as we made our way down the street.

The crowd began to thicken even before Mia’s voice reached us once more. “You should be approaching the convention center now,” she said, leaving no doubt that she was tracking our location with her arcane machinery. “It’s just up ahead.”

I didn’t need Mia to tell me that—I had eyes. A thick crowd had formed around the steps of the convention center: mostly just interested rubberneckers, though there were more than a few heavies studding the stairs. The security in this place was no joke. Multiple occult agencies had sent their best, forming overlapping squads of protection.

Getting in and out was going to be tricky.

Stephanie, however, seemed unconcerned with any of that. She sashayed up the pavement like she expected the crowd to part like the Red Sea before her beauty and her majesty.

By some miracle of celebrity, it did.

The gawkers and hangers-on moved to the side, spellbound by Stephanie’s beauty. Her glamor. Her raw, primal sex appeal. She moved through the crowd with the eyes of everyone upon her, and it felt amazing.

I won’t lie. It was fucking great to know that while every single one of these people wanted my girl, were fantasizing about her as they looked at her, only I got to have her. To kiss her, to spank her, to spank her ass and hear her call me Daddy…

Careful, Jax, I told myself. Mind on the mission.

I followed Stephanie up the stairs, my two ‘cultists’ walking just at my back. Necks craned to watch us as we made our way through the crowd. Someone held up a camera and snapped a few pics of Stephanie—I winced, but they likely wouldn’t post them online until later. Even if they did, no one was going to recognize her. For now, I just concentrated on the mission.

Or I tried to concentrate on the mission. It was hard to keep my eyes off of Stephanie’s ass in that short little skirt.

We reached the top of the stairs. A pair of guards who were clearly more than human lounged in front of a set of double doors, inlaid with glass. Through it I could see the entrance to a grand ballroom, filled with people. It looked like the party was mostly underway.

“Perfect,” I heard Stephanie giggle. “We’ll be fashionably late.”

As if summoned by her voice, Mia spoke in all of our ears.

“You’re approaching the front doors now,” the redhead said. The way she explained what we were doing as we were doing it made me think of a narrator from a video game, and I wished I had a second to get on the line and ask her to knock it off. Instead I smiled and tried to ignore my irritation. “In addition to the Obsidian Eye and Wasp-17, there should be at least a half dozen other occult agencies in attendance. I doubt you’ll need detailed fact sheets, but I’ll try to cross-reference uniforms and get you the names. For now, just stick to the plan. Your disguises should be more than sufficient.”

I wasn’t worried about our disguises. I was worried about the way the pair of bouncers outside the convention center doors were staring at my harem. I couldn’t tell if they were looking at Stephanie that way because she was hot, or because she was setting off all of their bullshit alarms.

One of the guards, a blonde man with a crew cut and too many muscles, frowned as he looked Stephanie up and down. “Name?” he asked, taking a clipboard with a sheet of paper from the man next to him.

Stephanie spoke.

And my eyes nearly fell out of my head.

I came very, very close to giving the game away right then and there. Stephanie’s voice had shot up a full octave, giving her a coquettish giggle that made her sound like a barely-legal pop star or TV actress.

“Tiffany Carpenter,” she said, using the alias Mia had briefed us on earlier. “This is my bodyguard, Sven, and my envoys from Wasp-17.” She leaned forward, dropping her voice. “I totally understand if you want me to leave them outside,” she said with a chuckle. “They’re sooo boring.”

Fliss and Charlie stiffened, but I was relaxed. I knew this trick for what it was. Stephanie sounded just like a ditzy valley girl—a real Hollywood celeb, a narcissist who didn’t give a shit about anyone who wasn’t either her or someone higher on the totem pole than she was. Of course she’d consider her handlers from the Wasp cult to be ‘boring’.

“Eh,” the guard said, sounding bored. I didn’t trust that sound at all. He made a show of scanning the guest list, as if Stephanie were somehow misplaced from it—or like her name might pop out like a jump scare in a horror movie. “You said Carpenter?”

“Tiffany,” Stephanie said, the word pointed this time. “Is Mr. Knight in yet? I’m sooo looking forward to some one-on-one time with him. He requested I personally join him in his suite once he finishes his ritual.” She faked a swoon, like she was head over heels for the asshole. “I just can’t wait for him to become a God!”

The two guards shared a look. If the Archon System had scanned them right then and there, I’m pretty sure the words ‘NO THREAT’ would have been flashing over their heads when they looked at Stephanie.

“Alright,” the man said, making a mark on the clipboard. “Go on in, Miss Carpenter. Enjoy the party.”

“Thank you!” Stephanie said, blowing the men a kiss. “Come along, darlings!”

With that, she led us inside. The sounds of the crowd were instantly muffled as the door shut behind us, sealing us within the convention center.

I leaned over and lifted the bottom of my mask an inch. “Sven?” I asked.

Spots of color rose to Stephanie’s cheeks. “It was the best I could come up with on no notice,” she said, shooting daggers at me with her eyes. “Mia told me my cover name, but she never said shit about what I was supposed to call you!”

“Keep moving,” Fliss said, her voice muffled by her robes. “There’s more people coming in behind us.”

And so there were. Another group had just filed in; they’d been waved through the crowd without so much as a second glance by the guards, which told me they were more than expected. They all wore matching purple robes, with wide sleeves and flared collars, along with gold fringe on the edges of their fabric. Each of them had the symbol of a hammer emblazoned on their robes in gold thread, where a casual observer could see it.

I counted about a dozen of them. They didn’t look like VIPs; if anything, they resembled members of the hired help who’d been late in arriving. The hurried way they pushed past Stephanie and the rest of our entourage only furthered the impression.

“What the hell?” Steph made a good show of embracing her Tiffany persona. “Don’t touch my gown, you curs! And keep your feet away from my shoes—these are Louboutins!”

They weren’t. But the thigh-high boots Stephanie wore in her vampiric Blood Witch form were so fancy, no one could have told at a single glance.

The group lowered their heads as they passed, murmuring in quiet voices. One of them glanced up and scanned our group as they moved around us—a woman with dark hair and searching almond eyes. Her gaze jumped over Fliss and Charlie in their dumpy robes, barely noticing them, then settled on me. She met my eyes through the mask.

A bolt of lightning fixed me to the ground. I was frozen in my tracks.

Mia’s voice spoke in my ear. “The Artificers,” she purred, sounding smugger than usual. “I just saw security wave them in. Honestly, I’m surprised they’re here. They’re strictly a D-tier cult: they let practically anyone in the door. No real class. But if the Eye invited them to the party tonight, I suppose there’s a reason…”

I might have had an idea of why. My mind swam, and only a great effort kept me from reaching up for the bead in my ear and broadcasting my thoughts to the whole harem.

The female figure didn’t see me through the mask. Her gaze slid over to Stephanie, but of course she’d never met the goth girl. Even if she had, her vampiric form was probably different enough to fool her. Satisfied that she’d taken our measure, she lowered her head and hurried off, following her fellows.

I stayed frozen, standing like a statue. After a beat, Steph noticed.

“Sven?” she whispered, nudging me like I might have forgotten my fake bodyguard name. “Are you alright?”

“What’s wrong?” Charlie asked from behind me.

My throat was dry. “I’ve seen that woman before,” I said, swallowing hard. “She interrogated me not too long ago.”


Chapter Twenty

What the fuck was Detective Tanaka doing here!?

“That woman,” I hissed, gesturing for the group to continue into the convention center. “She’s not an Artificer. She’s a fucking cop. One of the two detectives who came to check out the damage to the Fortress of Solitude.”

Suddenly Charlie stiffened. “I remember her,” she blurted, her voice still muffled by her robes. “Detective Tatanga? Detective Topanga?”

“Tanaka,” I corrected. “I heard her partner refer to her as Yui once.”

“Her partner?” Stephanie whispered.

“Detective Ballard,” I said, remembering. “He thought I had something to do with the Fortress of Solitude. I don’t know what he thinks now. I had to open a portal to give him the slip the last time we met. He probably thinks I’m some kind of wizard.” I shook my head. “Why the fuck would the Obsidian Eye invite a police detective to this Ceremony?”

Stephanie looked like she was about to wet her panties. All pretense of being a ditzy Hollywood it-girl had vanished from her face, replaced with hot panic.

Fliss, on the other hand, was keeping her cool. “I doubt they know she’s a cop,” the brunette muttered as we pushed through the foyer. “She’s probably just blending in. Like us.”

I nodded. “Thank God I’m wearing this fucking mask,” I hissed. “That bitch knows my face. If she knew I was at this Ceremony, she’d probably pull out a pair of handcuffs and arrest me on the fucking spot.”

I remembered Yui Tanaka. It was hard not to. The role of a police detective was an inherently antagonistic one, but Detective Tanaka had seemed to have it in for me from the start. Threatening me and the people around me, tossing around promises to have me arrested. I’d even worried a little about her planting evidence, once the theory that I was behind what had happened to the Fortress of Solitude took root.

Was she just evil enough to throw in her lot with the Artificers? Or was she like us, sneaking into the Ceremony incognito?

And if so, then why?

I wasn’t sure. But one thing was clear. “We need to let Mia know about this,” I told the group. “As soon as fucking possible.”

Stephanie nodded. She’d swallowed down her fear and put her mask of debauchery back on. “Everybody be cool,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at Charlie and Fliss. “Remember, I’m a big shot. We’ve got nothing to be afraid of…”

The fear dulled, but didn’t fade, as we reached the main floor of the party.

Holy shit, I thought, doing a double take. This is impressive.

I’d seen pictures of the convention center online, so I knew how deep the renovations for the Ceremony had gone. The Obsidian Eye redecorated the place, removing the booths, the tables and all the signage for the various trade shows and expositions that happened there.

Instead, black banners hung from the walls, decorated with silver runes. A massive crystal chandelier had been hung from the ceiling, shining like an ornate disco ball over the scene. Most of the other overhead lights were off, giving the space outside of the center a dark, foreboding quality. I could imagine any number of dirty deeds happening in those shadows while the rest of the participants partied unaware.

“Hot damn,” Stephanie whispered, her fangs peeking out from beneath her black-lined lips. “This place suits me perfectly!”

I looked around, but I didn’t see any more signs of the Artificers. Detective Tanaka—if it was indeed her that I’d caught a glimpse of at the front of the convention center—had faded into the crowd, disappearing like a drop of cream in a mug of tea.

“Well,” Steph said, reaching for my hand. “Shall we?”

I took her hand in mine and led her down the stairs to the main floor of the party. Servants flitted around the crowds, carrying trays laden with food and drink. None of it looked very appetizing to me given the circumstances, but Steph snatched up a flute of champagne as one of the servants passed and downed it in a single gulp. Another servant took it away as sleekly as possible, practically making it disappear.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I asked.

A smirk tugged at the corner of Stephanie’s mouth. “I can barely get a buzz in this form,” she confessed, smiling just enough for me to catch a glimpse of her fangs. “I just wanted to take the edge off. I’ve got the jitters, you know?”

I knew. “Listen, we’ve got to find a quiet corner,” I told the vampire. “Mia needs to know that there’s a member of law enforcement at this Ceremony. If Detective Tanaka’s here, then there’s a pretty good chance that Detective Ballard is waiting in the wings somewhere, too…”

Just then, there was a terrible commotion up front. A set of stairs led from the main convention hall to the second-floor balcony, and a flurry of activity up there told me that some VIP had just arrived. I could see necks turning in the crowd, servants rushing to the site of the action as everyone’s attention turned from gossip and schmoozing to the order of the day.

“Fuck,” Stephanie muttered. “And here I was, hoping we could run off somewhere for a quickie…”

The bead in my ear crackled. Mia’s voice sounded so close to my ear that her whispers gave me chills. Evidently, the redhead had either forgotten Stephanie’s earlier jokes about ASMR or was too keyed up for the mission to care.

“Jax? A helicopter just landed on the roof of the convention center. I think it’s Wasp-17. I’m trying to hack the Eye’s drone network to get aerial coverage over the building now. Over.”

Stephanie turned to me, her eyes wide. “He’s here,” she hissed.

Fliss turned away from the commotion. Beneath her robes, I could see her formulating a plan. “I’ll be right back,” she whispered hurriedly, moving away from our group.

“Hey, wait a minute!” Stephanie reached out for the ‘cultist’, forgetting to be a ditzy valley girl for a moment in the process. “Where are you going?”

“Phoning home,” Fliss said. “Don’t worry, I’ll be right back.”

“Wait!” Stephanie repeated. “Take Charlie with you!”

Huh? I didn’t understand this in the slightest.

From the look on her face, neither did Charlie. “Excuse me?”

Stephanie already had it covered. “One cultist alone is suspicious,” she said quickly. “Two of you together can watch each other’s backs and make sure you don’t get drafted as temporary help. If anyone stops you, say you’re on an errand for your mistress and give them my name.”

Charlie nodded. “Be right back,” she said, lifting her robes just enough to blow me a kiss.

Then both women were gone, darting down a side hall.

No one noticed them disappear—they were too busy staring at the top of the stairs. Someone had kicked on a spotlight, or maybe they’d just focused the glittering illumination from the chandelier into a single beam of light at the top of the steps.

“I hope nobody bothers them,” I grunted, watching them go.

Stephanie snickered. “They’re the Valkyrie and the Noir Knight,” she said, bumping into me with her shoulder. “Anyone who tries to take advantage of them is in for a really, really bad time. Besides, now you and I can have some one-on-one time.” She made a knowing face. “I get the impression your harem girls don’t get that very often.”

What? We were going to have this conversation now?

The smile on her face told me Stephanie knew just how ridiculous she was being, but she wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity to take advantage of a captive audience. “It’s fun sharing you with other women,” she said, that smirk of hers growing even wider. “But sometimes it gets a little tiring. You just want to be the center of attention every now and then, you know?”

Stephanie was certainly the center of attention at that moment. Most of the eyes in the room were on her: on her outfit, on her face, on her ass and breasts. I felt like a distant, second-place concern, which was exactly what I wanted. Yet it still irritated me.

“I can understand that,” I told the girl. “But it’s not what you signed up for.”

Several of the people watching Stephanie started looking at me. I cut a fearsome figure in my suit and my mask—like something out of a high-octane action movie featuring assassins. I could hear people whispering about me, and I didn’t like it.

Stephanie made a face. “I know,” she said wistfully. “But it couldn’t hurt to schedule some personal time with each harem girl once all this is over. Like a date night?”

I couldn’t help but smile. The thought of taking each of my girls out on the town individually felt like a great idea. I filed it away for later, nodding at Stephanie.

“I’ll take it under advisement,” I told her, glancing around the room for any sign of Detective Tanaka. “I definitely wouldn’t mind having a relaxing evening with each of my girls sometime. Treat this almost like a normal relationship.”

Stephanie grinned. “What, like Netflix and chill?” she giggled. “I mean, I could be persuaded…”

Before Steph could tell me about all the other stuff she’d be doing on our theoretical solo date night, the upper landing exploded in a commotion. The spotlight at the top of the stairs contracted like an iris, revealing a pair of agents in black coats flanking either side of the steps. The emblem of a golden eye was emblazoned just underneath their collars.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” said the one on the left. “If I may have your attention, please…

”Stephanie’s eyes widened. Her lips peeled back from her teeth, revealing her fangs for a brief moment. “It’s them,” she whispered, the words coming out as an angry hiss. “The Eye. They’re here!”

The bead in my ear let out a blast of static. “Mia,” Fliss said. “There’s something you should know. This Ceremony has—“

The line went dead.

Stephanie and I shared a look. My hand instinctively reached for my earbud; at the last second, I converted the motion into a scratch of my cheek. As fear pulsed through my body, I waited for Mia to come onto the line and demand to know what the hell Fliss had been about to say.

No one else spoke.

Fliss was gone. Charlie was gone.

And our connection to Mia was gone.

Like a burglar cutting the phone line before breaking into a house.

“We need to get to the girls,” I growled, instinctively going into protector mode. “Something’s wrong. We’ve been found out…”

But before I could grab Stephanie and spring into action, a figure emerged from the room beyond the top of the stairs.

The spotlight shone on him like a halo, igniting a kaleidoscope of colors over the convention center. The effect was even more pronounced when contrasted with his long, flowing robes, which were such a brilliant shade of white that they made him look like a saint. He reached the top of the stairs and smiled over the crowd, showing a mouth filled with white, perfectly even teeth.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen!” Mr. Knight said. “Tonight is the luckiest night of your life!”

Even through my panic, I could feel Joe Knight’s charisma. His face was almost supernaturally handsome, giving him the sort of rugged good looks that made him a reliable and constant box office draw. His hair looked like he spent more time on it than any of my harem girls, flowing down his back in ringlets of gray and black like some kind of movie theater messiah. As my eyes adjusted to the light, I noticed a handful of women standing behind him in a semicircle, watching him with the kind of expressions normally reserved for a bride on her wedding day.

Within moments, he had the crowd eating out of the palm of his hand.

And yet he didn’t move me.

Maybe it was the fact that my mind was already racing with thoughts of finding Charlie and Fliss. Or maybe it was the tightness around his eyes, the lines of worry on his forehead, and the slightly manic tinge to the way he smiled. There was something off about this guy, even if I was one of the only people in the room who could see it.

“Come on,” I grunted, putting my hand on the small of Stephanie’s back. She was distracted by the pageantry, spellbound by all the glitz and glamor on display. “Steph, we need to move—”

But Mr. Knight was talking again. His voice carried over the the crowd only with effort, so one of the Eye’s flunkies handed him a microphone. When he talked into it, his voice seemed to be coming from everywhere at once, causing me to suspect the device was magical in origin.

“Tonight,” Mr. Knight said, flashing that Oscar-worthy smile, “you are going to witness transformation!”

Polite applause filled the room. As I looked around, I realized I wasn’t the only one who’d failed to be entranced by the movie star: several others had their attention more on the crowd than the show. Most of them seemed to be security guards, but there were a few men and women in suits and gowns who were more interested in what was happening around this than in Mr. Knight’s posturing.

“I think I’ve identified the leaders of the other occult groups,” I muttered to myself. I only wished the line was open so I could point them out to Mia.

“I’ve had a long, long career,” Mr. Knight was saying. “I’ve portrayed many a character on the silver screen: from lovelorn romantics to dominating politicians to reckless dreamers. I’ve been a medieval knight and a pilot in an outer space war. I’ve even been in a superhero movie or two—though it’s not my favorite way to act.” He flashed a grin that invited the audience to be in on the joke. “All those green screens, you know…”

The laughter was just as polite as the applause. These people were willing to humor a Hollywood actor, but they weren’t here to listen to him jerk himself off over his achievements.

They were here for the Demon Core.

“Tonight, however, I will be stepping into the role of a lifetime.” Mr. Knight took a few moments to survey the crowd from his high perch. His gaze lingered on the women in the audience, then froze for several moments when he saw Stephanie standing next to me. His grin widened.

Gross. Was this how he recruited new groupies to his cult?

“In the heart of the Amazon jungles,” Mr. Knight said, gesturing at the pair of agents at his flank, “I was granted a brief vision of the divine. In the depths of an ancient ritual presided over by a tribal shaman, an angel appeared from the sky and spoke to me. She told me of my special destiny—”

Despite our fear, Stephanie elbowed me. “She,” the vampire whispered. “Told you!”

“—and gave me the most important mission of my life,” Mr. Knight continued. “In a vision, she revealed to me the truth of the endless war between angels and demons, and told me that it would be me, Joseph Knight, who rallied the forces of humanity to take our planet back!”

Curious, I thought. Joe Knight’s story sounded suspiciously like the truth. Had an actual angel inspired the Wasp-17 cult? Or was this just another aspect of his hallucinatory drug trip in the jungle?

“That’s right,” the actor said as another polite smattering of applause traveled through the room. “And how am I supposed to save our planet, you ask? By taking the powers of ancient humanity for myself!”

Behind the actor, his entourage of harem girls tittered. They were a human Greek chorus, gassing him up at every opportunity. I knew that my girls were on my side, but these women were altogether too compromised. If I had women like those on my squad, I thought, I wouldn’t be able to trust them enough to seek their advice.

“That’s right!” The actor was really getting into it now; he almost seemed as if he was playing a role up there at the top of the stairs. Certainly he was playing things up for the crowd. But I thought that underneath it all, he was a little frightened of what he was planning to do.

A flash of motion in a nearby hallway caught my eye. For a moment I thought I saw Charlie racing around backstage—then the figure I believed I’d seen was replaced with a purple-robed security guard wearing the same outfit as Detective Tanaka. Something old and primal reared up inside of me.

My girls were in trouble.

My girls were in trouble.

“Fuck this,” I growled, stepping away. “We need to get Charlie and Fliss!”

All around me, people had stopped moving. They didn’t respond at first when I bumped into them; I had to brush them aside quite rudely. The first cultist I stepped past let out a cry of surprise. More followed as I dragged Stephanie across the floor, headed towards the backstage area.

We were starting to cause a commotion. Enough of one that Joe Knight faltered in the middle of his speech, his brows furrowing together. I could tell this wasn’t the way things normally went when he was holding the mic.

“Tonight,” he said, smoothly recovering, “the secrets of ancient humanity will finally be unlocked! Mankind will step into a new Golden Age, thanks to the help of yours truly! And, of course, with the aid of the Obsidian Eye—”

I was almost at the end of the main convention floor. Guards were giving Stephanie and I dirty looks, but I didn’t care. As soon as I’d realized Charlie and Fliss were in trouble, all of my other concerns were relegated to second-best. I wasn’t about to let some B-tier cultist goons put their hands all over my girls!

“Hey!” One of the cultists hissed at me—they were wearing the same purple robes as Detective Tanaka. For a second I thought it was Detective Tanaka, then I saw her face and realized this was a much older woman. “Come over here, you! Which organization are you with…!”

I ignored her and pushed on, dragging Stephanie along with me.

We were almost out of sight when a blast of glowing blue light lit up the convention center like a supernova.

Suddenly no one was looking at the top of the stairs where the handsome Hollywood actor stood. Mr. Knight himself had fallen silent, his jaw hanging open as the blue flame became a pillar in the center of the convention center. Several of his women stepped up to him, their faces just as shocked as his—though markedly less stupid looking. The slack-jawed look did not suit him.

The cultist cut off with a cry, turning around. So did everyone else.

Even me. It was like something took a hold of my head and jerked it around, leaving me feeling like a puppet on a string.

In the center of the party, the flame had become a pillar about ten feet in diameter. It curved along its edge, giving the impression of a massive glass pane—a viewport, created not by technology but by pure magic. It made me think of the old Power Rangers episodes I watched as a kid, with the giant face in the tube giving the Rangers their instructions.

What the hell was that guy’s name? I thought, the words rising madly to the back of my skull. Zorton? Gordon? Jordasche?

It didn’t matter. Because it wasn’t a giant face forming in the pillar of smoke and flame.

It was a person.

Dr. Bodekker.


Chapter Twenty-One

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen!” Magic enhanced Dr. Bodekker’s voice; it sounded like it was coming from everywhere at once, close enough that it sounded like the good doctor was speaking right next to my ear. “It’s my deepest regret that I can’t, ah, join you personally tonight, but I’d like to believe I’m there in spirit!”

Polite laughter filled the room. It was understood that as an Anchorite, Dr. Bodekker would be living in his hermetically sealed chambers for the rest of his life. At least until I could get my hands on him.

“Very good, yes, very good.” Dr. Bodekker looked exactly the way I remembered him. He must never take off that lab coat, I thought, staring at the glowing blue hologram. Tendrils of smoke still poured from the cylinder, but the magic was self-sustaining now—the tongues of flame were already beginning to fade. “I’d like to thank our guest of honor for helping to put this excellent soiree together. The Obsidian Eye formally recognizes a bond of friendship with Wasp-17, along with its leader, Mr. Joseph Knight. Let’s give him a round of applause, folks…”

The people put their hands together, like this was an awards show and Mr. Knight had just won a trophy for his acting abilities. I’d already gotten tired of the way he mugged for the audience; I needed to find my girls. God only knew what was happening to Fliss and Charlie now that I wasn’t around to watch over them. Even Mia might not be safe—

As Mr. Knight gave a little bow from his perch at the top of the stairs, Dr. Bodekker turned and surveyed the room. His gaze flickered over the tops of heads like he was searching for something. Then he saw me.

He froze. And smiled.

Panic welled up in my heart. He knows it’s me, I realized, the shock like a bolt of lightning going down my spine. No, that’s not possible. I’m wearing a mask—there’s no way…

Next to me, Stephanie stiffened. “Fuck,” the vampire whispered. “Our cover’s been blown!”

It certainly looked like it. There was no mistaking that smug, knowing smile. Somehow, we’d played right into Dr. Bodekker’s hands.

The thought filled me that maybe Mia was in on all this. What if the redhead hadn’t been working for us after all? What if Mia wasn’t a double agent but a triple one?

No, I thought, shaking my head. No, that couldn’t be true. I refused to believe it.

And yet the possibility wouldn’t leave my head.

“Ah, the list of accolades I’d like to give the members of my fellow occult agencies is a mile long,” Dr. Bodekker was saying. “But we’d be here all night if I were to single out every person worthy of commendation, so I’ll just say that without our friends the Artificers, this evening could never have been pulled off so quickly, or so well.”

A murmur of polite approval traveled through the crowd. Meanwhile, my stomach was busy sinking all the way to my ankles. Dr. Bodekker had just singled out the Artificers for praise.

The group that Detective Tanaka was secretly a part of.

Stephanie noticed it, too. “That makes sense,” she whispered. “Fuck, Jax, we’re in a lot of trouble…”

We most certainly were. “We’ve got to get Fliss and Charlie and get out of here,” I told the vampire, bracing myself. The Tempest Fang rose in the back of my mind, so close to physical reality that I could almost feel its hilt in my fingers. “Get ready to go on the offensive, babe.”

Stephanie squeezed my hand. “Yes, sir,” she whispered, her eyes shining like we were about to get into the best kind of trouble. When she grinned, I could see her fangs.

“Alright,” Dr. Bodekker was saying. The man’s hologram cracked its knuckles, then rolled up the sleeves of his lab coat. “Without further ado, let’s get to the main, hmm, event. Assistants?”

The pair of robed figures from before emerged at the top of the stairs. One of them held a crimson pillow with a jeweled pendant lying on top. It was a virtual twin of the one I’d worn around my neck every day since my real parents left it in my basket outside of Beleth Park. The only feature that marked it as different were the pulsing veins of darkness deep within the facets of the gem at the center.

The Demon Core, I thought, the hair on the back of my neck standing up. That’s it! That’s the control key!

The crowd gasped. The robed figure not carrying the pillow lifted the pendant from its holding and held it up, letting it catch the light. As the crowd oohed and ahhed over the jewel, the man grabbed the edge of the setting with an almost casual air and snapped it between his fingers.

The pendant cracked. The gold frame and the thin chain fell to the floor, leaving only the blood-red gem in the cultist’s hand. Veins of darkness pulsed deep inside of it, like a piece of blue cheese.

The crowd’s murmurs grew into a dull roar. I could see them wondering how the hell Joe Knight was supposed to eat that thing. From the look on the actor’s face, he wasn’t totally sure how this part was supposed to go, either.

Maybe the angel had been flaky on that section of the prophecy.

Dr. Bodekker took to the pageantry like he was born for it. In a different age, he’d have made one hell of a ringleader at the local circus. “That’s right, everyone have a good look,” he said, his voice ringing in the ears of everyone in attendance. “That ancient gem is about to become the oddest hors d’ourve to ever be served at one of these occult parties…”

The cultists stepped forward. Joe Knight swallowed hard, fear cutting through his bravado.

“Thank you so much,” he managed to say, plastering a big, fake smile on his face. “Today, a… uh… new era begins for all of humanity…”

I could see him struggling. As far as I was concerned, it served him right. Who the fuck thought they could eat a piece of jewelry? Even if they’d been told by some hallucinatory angel that it was their destiny, surely they would have had second thoughts at some point?

“We need to get that gem,” Stephanie whispered. “The Stronghold needs it!”

Fuck that, I thought. I need my women.

I opened my mouth to tell Stephanie just that.

And then several things happened at once.

A wave of force shot through the floor of the convention center like an earthquake. Guests who’d had a little too much to drink toppled over, while cultists stumbled into each other and just generally made a big mess. Mr. Knight nearly tripped and fell down the stairs—which would have been a hell of a way to end his Hollywood career—but one of his groupies grabbed him and kept him from falling.

“Hmm!?” Being a hologram, Dr. Bodekker didn’t feel the earthquake. He only saw the chaos. “What’s going on over there—?”

Even as he said it, a pair of figures emerged from the hallway, weapons drawn and rage in their eyes. As the aftershocks of whatever that shudder had been traveled through the convention center, the Noir Knight and the Valkyrie pushed through the crowd, transformed and ready to go.

My relief was palpable. I’d been terrified something awful had happened to Fliss and Charlie.

And the third thing was that the Tempest Fang sprang to life in my hand. The enchanted blade crackled with magic as its weight settled in my grip, the hilt warm against my palm. Onlookers shrank back as the massive sword cut through the air, appearing out of nowhere and taking up several feet of space to my immediate right.

Charlie hit a table and did a flying leap, soaring over the heads of the crowd. Her gorgeous dark elf body tumbled end over end, her chainmail bikini catching all the colors of the chandelier’s light as she jumped like a gymnast over the cultists who tried to stop her.

She landed next to me with a smile, her tits heaving in her bikini top. “Hey, baby,” the dark elf said, wiggling her snow-white brows. “Miss me?”

Dr. Bodekker recovered from his shock. “Um, someone stop them!” the doctor yelled, pointing with a holographic finger. “They’re ruining everything! Get them before they get to the Core!”

Mr. Knight gave a little jerk. It had just occurred to him that he was the one holding the Core—and that a trio of badass babes and their leader with a giant sword wanted to take it from him.

“No!” the actor cried, brushing back his long hair. “I won’t be denied! I… I have to do this!”

And he lifted the gem to swallow it whole.

“Fuck!” Stephanie roared. With a speed that shocked me, the vampire raced for the stairs to stop the leader of Wasp-17 from consuming our control key. But even as she ran, I knew it was too late. By the time she was halfway up the stairs, our chance would be gone.

“Valkyrie!” I yelled, hoping for a Hail Mary play. “Throw your spear! Stop him!”

In Valkyrie form, Fliss twisted at the waist and drew the golden spear from across her back. Just as she made to throw it, one of Dr. Bodekker’s cultists bumped her from behind, slamming into her lower back. The golden spear sailed wide, embedding itself point-first into the wall ten feet from Joe Knight’s head.

The hilt bobbed back and forth like a door stopper from the force of the hit. Fuck! Fliss missed!

Mr. Knight froze for a moment, then quickly recovered. He lifted the gem to his lips, opening wide.

“Now I am become God, savior of worlds!” he roared. The line was clearly rehearsed—he was no J. Robert Oppenheimer. He wasn’t even all that good of an actor.

But that didn’t matter. He had the gem, and none of us were fast enough to keep the demented actor from shoving it down his gullet.

Jesus. He even had a horn to drink it with. He pulled a jeweled drinking horn from his belt, where it had formerly been hidden by a fold in his robes. He grinned, then aimed his gaze down the stairs at my trio of women and winked. His mouth opened.

Too late, I thought, watching my harem’s future go down the train. Too fucking late—

A gunshot rang out over the auditorium.

The sound was so unexpected that several of the onlookers hit the deck. Mr. Knight jerked as if he’d been shot, the gem falling from his frightened fingers. The women next to him flinched. Even Dr. Boddeker looked rattled.

As one, everyone turned. Standing in the entrance to the convention center was one very pissed off redhead, holding her oversized pistol in a two-handed grip.

“The next one won’t be a warning shot,” Mia said, leveling the gun at Joe Knight. “Give up the fucking gem!”

The look of shock on Dr. Boddeker’s face was truly something to behold. “Agent Morgan?” the hologram gasped, and the doctor’s brows shot all the way to his hairline. “What the hell are you doing here?”

A fierce grin spread across Mia’s face. “Consider this my resignation,” she said, keeping the pistol aimed at the group atop the stairs. Her gaze flickered over to me. “What the fuck are you waiting for! Get the Demon Core!”

She was right. This was our only chance.

With a grunt, I threw myself at the stairs. The crowd parted like a curtain before me; a quick brandishing of the Tempest Fang was all it took to make them shrink away in fear. The Demon Core was falling down the stairs like a slinkie, bouncing from step to step as it slipped from the second story. It came to rest about two-thirds of the way up the staircase, its facets gleaming in the light. Like the pendant I’d worn around my neck until the day I took Felicity to the Traverse Museum, it was as red as blood. Power crackled from it, and I knew it was ready to be added to my collection.

“Oh no,” Dr. Boddeker said. There was something strangely hollow about his voice, but I mistakenly attributed it to the hologram projection. “Someone stop the Powermancer! He’s about to get another piece of his Regalia!”

Two cultists shot out from the crowd as I reached the bottom of the stairs. They were unarmed, and a quick swipe from the blunt end of the Tempest Fang was all it took to send them both to the ground, stunned and unconscious. More raced in as they fell, but by then I was already past them and heading up the stairs.

They were, however, just in time to intercept Charlie and Fliss. The cultists closed ranks at the bottom of the stairs, leaving my women to fight their way through while I raced forward to get the gem.

Mr. Knight saw me coming, then saw the gem resting on a step. I could see him estimating the distance in his eyes, trying to decide whether he could reach the Demon Core and shove it in his mouth before I got to it. Triumph filled his eyes, and he grabbed his drinking horn and dived.

I took the stairs two at a time. A roar erupted from the back of my throat as the world blurred, the edges of my vision fading to gray. All that was left was the Demon Core, glittering at the end of a long, dark tunnel.

The sounds of combat filled the room behind me. The Valkyrie and the Noir Knight fought on, dropping enemies by the bucketload, while Stephanie focused on climbing through and reaching me in case I needed a boost from her vampiric blood powers. In retrospect, it would have been a good idea to suck down a few drops of her black blood the second Dr. Boddeker’s hologram showed up—but it was far too late for that now.

I reached out, straining my arm for the gem. It was so close that I could nearly touch it.

Mr. Knight couldn’t reach down and grab it before I could. But what he did have time for was a swift kick. He hit the gem with the side of his boot, sending it down the rest of the stairs.

“Ha!” the man shouted, pushing past me. “It’s mine!”

God damn it! I pirouetted on a heel, reaching for my Aether Blades. I wasn’t going to kill him—I wouldn’t have murdered an innocent man, even if he was kind of an asshole. A few shards might have put the fear of God into him, that’s all.

But I didn’t get the chance.

As Joe Knight reached the bottom of the stairs, he suddenly tripped. His ankle gave, and he tilted to the side as he flopped down the final four steps to land heavily on his ass at the bottom of the stairway.

Right on top of the Demon Core.

Fuck! I jumped the final third of the staircase, trusting in my magic to dampen the fall. I needed to flip the bastard over and grab that gem before he recovered enough to shove the thing in his mouth. If he got it into his stomach, we were going to have a hell of a time recovering the thing.

I grabbed the actor and shoved, rolling him to the side. Something red and crumbly lay beneath his thigh, staining the white of his Wasp-17 robes.

I stared at it in disbelief. What the hell was this? Cake?

Where was the gem?

I felt around the carpet for it, but the jewel had seemingly vanished. My fingers found nothing but more pieces of pastry. Had he hit a waiter on the way down and scattered his appetizers?

One piece of crumbly cake was larger than the others. In it, a faint line of glaze glittered beneath the lights of the chandelier. It almost looked like a vein—

I froze.

Laughter echoed in the hall behind me.

“Oh dear,” Dr. Boddeker said, sounding as pleased as punch. “That’s not at all how that was supposed to happen. But I suppose, hmm, things ended up working out after all…”

A shocked Joe Knight rolled onto his behind and started rubbing the cake from his thighs. “What the hell is this?” he demanded, his jaw flexing as he held up sugar-stained fingers. “It’s not my fucking birthday…”

The realization hit me in the gut. “It wasn’t the Demon Core,” I said, ice spreading through the pit of my stomach. “It’s a forgery. An edible forgery…”

Mr. Knight laughed. “What? That’s ridiculous. Boddeker, tell this impertinent lad he’s barking up the wrong tree…”

The actor turned. Shock filled his features, and his jaw dropped open. I already knew what I was going to see when I followed his gaze and turned around to face Dr. Boddeker.

Except I had no fucking idea.

Because I was looking at an angel.

No. Multiple angels.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Standing in a semicircle around the doctor’s hologram were a half-dozen tall, majestic creatures with snow white wings and the faces of Roman statues. One of them was holding Charlie above the ground in an iron-tight grip, a slender golden dagger held against the plum skin of her throat. Another had disarmed Mia and was holding the redhead’s own pistol against her temple. I couldn’t see my Valkyrie, but it stood to reason that she had either been taken prisoner or was forced to flee.

Dr. Boddeker began to clap. The sound was curiously hollow against my ears; the ambient sounds around him didn’t travel as well as his voice did via the spell.

“Very good,” the old doctor said, chuckling to himself. He waved a finger in my face, as if I were a test subject who’d given him a bit more to deal with than he’d expected. But everything was alright now, his face said. “You’re even stronger than I anticipated, Mr. Bryant. Powermancers aren’t known for being personally powerful—just for surrounding themselves with very, very powerful followers. But you’re, ahh, no slouch, it seems.” He rubbed his chin, looking at me like the result of one of his experiments. “Curious. Yes, curious…”

Joe Knight got to his feet. “Dr. Boddeker? What the fuck is going on? Where’s my gem?”

“Your gem?” Dr. Boddeker’s gaze traveled to the mess on the floor. “That’s not a gem, Mr. Knight. It’s a cake.”

The actor stared at Dr. Boddeker in disbelief. “What!?”

“Yes!” Dr. Boddeker flashed what he probably thought was a winning smile. “It’s not the Demon Core at all. It’s just a confection. You probably would have figured it out when you bit into it, but perhaps you would have merely covered it up. After all, you do seem convinced that you’re some kind of divine hero.”

After all the gassing up he’d been receiving throughout this party, hearing this was like a slap in the face for Mr. Knight. I watched him physically recoil, his pride more wounded by the remark than his ass was by the fall down the stairs.

“You… you tricked me,” the actor muttered. “This was all, what? A sham?”

Dr. Boddeker laughed. “Of course it was! Did you really think I’d hand over one of the Obsidian Eye’s most powerful relics so that you could eat it?”

The actor’s lip trembled. “But I… I was chosen…”

“You are incorrect.” That was one of the big stone angels standing next to Dr. Boddeker. “You are not the chosen one.”

He reminded me of that creature I’d faced off against at the Traverse Museum. I’d come out on top then, but I’d had a couple advantages: first, that the angel trying to kill me was also fending off a demon at the same time, and second, that my assailant had no idea I had access to the Archon System.

I wouldn’t have either of those advantages during this go-round. And with a knife to Charlie’s throat and a gun against the side of Mia’s skull, I wasn’t about to make any sudden movements.

Mr. Knight sputtered lamely. “You’re lying!” he blurted, pointing a shaking finger at the angel. “I saw one of your kind in the jungles of Bolivia! I might have been tripping balls on ayahuasca, but I know divine intervention when I’m part of it!”

The angel shrugged. “One of our associates visited you,” the stone creature said. “Your cult was part of a multi-pronged plan to sow chaos and discord throughout the land, before the Gates of Heaven opened wide and allowed us free reign in the mortal realm.” The creature glanced up at Mr. Knight’s harem, his holy face growing even more haughty and dismissive. “Clearly you were more interested in your sex life than in true change.”

“What!?” Mr. Knight’s face turned red. “That’s not true!”

“We have noticed this frequently with those we choose to exercise our will,” the angel continued sadly. “The temptations of the flesh are many, and the rewards for resisting them too difficult for most mortals to achieve. Narrow is the gate that leads to salvation.”

The man looked enraged now. “You lied to me!”

“If you wish to truly test a man,” the angel intoned, “give him everything he desires.” With that, the creature turned to me. “This one has done an acceptable job. Though I would suggest more time spent in prayer and contemplation, if you truly wish to fight on the side of the angels…”

Now it was my turn to be surprised. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Dr. Boddeker’s hologram turned. “Yes, I’m also feeling a little out of my depth,” the doctor admitted with a smile. “I thought, ahh, this was all about flushing the traitor into the open with an irresistible trinket? Removing the thorn in both of our sizes in one fell, hmm, swoop?”

“You bastard,” Mia snarled. The gun pressed to her head seemed to bother her not in the least. “You knew all along that I was working against the Eye!”

Dr. Boddeker scoffed. “Of course I did,” the man said, sounding almost sympathetic. “I’m an Anchorite, my dear. We miss nothing. It’s practically ingrained in our DNA…”

Next to me, Mr. Knight glanced over his shoulder back at his harem. To his surprise—but not mine—the cultists wearing the robes of Wasp-17 were beginning to back away, as if they’d stepped into a party they wanted no part in.

Women, I thought, shaking my head. How quickly they turn against you when the chips are down…

Well, I was glad I’d found a couple of loyal ones.

“This can’t be happening,” the actor blurted. “You can’t do this to me! I’m supposed to save humanity! I’m the only one who can!”

The angel shook its heavenly head. “You fool. That is the chosen one.”

Joe Knight turned, seeming to see me for the first time. “You?”

“Yeah,” I muttered, my attention on my girls. “Come on, man, try to keep up—”

The punch came so fast that the old Jaxon Bryant would have been blindsided by it. It was an old-fashioned sucker punch, too, designed to hit me in the side of my jaw and lay me out flat before I could hit back.

But with the Archon System inside of me, it felt like the man was moving in slow motion. The middle- aged actor’s fist shot at me at a snail’s pace, and I lifted the hilt of the Tempest Fang to parry it.

Joe Knight’s knuckles slammed into the metal of Tempest Fang. He let out a yell and twisted away, sucking on his hand.

“So that’s done with,” I said, stepping forward. I sized up the lead angel—the one who’d been doing all the talking so far. I figured he had to be the one in charge. “Give me back my women.”

“Now, now,” Dr. Boddeker said. “Let’s not be hasty. I’m sure we can all come to a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

My lips peeled back over my teeth. “Give them to me, now, or I’ll kill everyone in this room who stands between me and them. And then I’ll track you down to your little ‘panic room’ and shove the Tempest Fang right up your ass.”

Gasps filled the room. If anyone had ever dared to talk to Dr. Boddeker like that, it had been a long damned time.

“Cute,” the doctor said with a smirk. “But that’s not how this works. I’ll spell it out for you, Mr. Jaxon: I have something you want, and you have something I want.” He gestured at Fliss and Mia, then at me. “Your women, in exchange for the Archon System.”

“I’m not his woman!” Mia protested. “He hasn’t even touched me—”

“Oh, let’s not pretend you have morals now,” Dr. Boddeker laughed. “You betrayed the Eye, my dear. Once you wore the baernan’s brand, it was a given that you’d also share his bed.” He made a tut-tut sound, shaking his head as if someone had just told an off-color joke. “Fluid exchange. So… animalistic.”

“You’re right about that, pal,” I growled.

Charlie snickered at that. “Whatever they want you to do, don’t do it,” the dark elf said, struggling against the blade at her throat. “You know they won’t stop at taking the Archon System, babe. You’re too dangerous for Dr. Boddeker to leave you alive, even without your powers—!”

“Would someone please shut that strumpet up?” the doctor asked, his brows shooting skyward. Had it been one of his goons holding my women captive, they never would have been allowed to speak.

But these weren’t his goons.

The Obsidian Eye had allowed angels into their ranks.

That meant something. Something important.

Something that might just get me out of this mess, if I could play my cards right.

Bracing myself, I forced out a laugh. “So much for keeping your head down, huh?” I asked, winking at Mia.

The redhead stared at me. “What?”

“Your employee told me how the Obsidian Eye plans to survive the Bellum Aeternum,” I said, directing my words to Dr. Boddeker’s hologram. “I believe it involved holding up in your bunkers and steadfastly refusing to take sides. Sort of like being a supernatural version of Switzerland.” I looked over at the angels surrounding the man, giving them a significant glance. “This looks like the exact opposite of that to me.”

Mia’s expression changed. Like me, she’d just realized that this behavior could charitably be called extremely out of character for her employer.

Dr. Boddeker covered well, but I thought I could see him beginning to sweat. “You represent a clear and present threat to the natural order, Mr. Bryant. In order for humanity to survive this phase of the Bellum Aeternum, we must have access to the Archon System. Which means you must give it to us.”

Intriguing, I thought. He managed to say that entire speech without going hmm or ahh even once.

“Jax is already using the Archon System,” a voice said from next to me. Stephanie stood by my side, in full on Blood Witch mode, ready for action. Her fangs were fully extended and her eyes were as black as coals. “The best thing you could do for humanity is to stay the hell out of his way!”

“That’s not what this is about,” I said. I was already seeing through Dr. Boddeker’s bullshit—not that it was particularly difficult to pierce. “The Eye doesn’t give a shit about saving humanity. This is about power, plain and simple.”

“Enough,” Dr. Boddeker said. “We have your women—at least two of them—and we have weapons pointed at their heads. You know I won’t hesitate to give the order to strike if it comes to it.”

I swallowed hard. “Bastard.”

He snickered at that. “You’re going to stand down,” he said, his tone maddeningly reasonable. “You’re going to throw down the Tempest Fang—keeping it solid, so you can’t just summon it again—and surrender. Otherwise, our angelic friends—”

The angel holding Charlie in its arms tossed its golden knife to the floor.

“—will throw down their weapons?” Dr. Boddeker looked poleaxed. “What the hell are you doing!?”

The creature took a step away from the doctor’s hologram. It looked like it was giving Charlie back to me, but I wasn’t fooled. It kept the dark elf in its arms, ready to do any number of nasty things if I failed to comply with whatever this was.

“Human,” the angel said, its stony brows furrowing together in an expression of disdain. “Baernan. Powermancer. The heavenly realm would treat with you.”

My jaw dropped. “You cannot be serious.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Dr. Boddeker said quickly. “Um, guards? Guards? Could we get a few cultists with guns in here, please?”

The angel wasn’t bothered. “The Bellum Aeternum must end,” the being said. Its voice boomed through every corner of the auditorium, echoing back onto itself until the words sounded like a special effect from a movie. “And when it does, we must win. Heaven shall stand victorious over Hell forevermore, and light eternal shall flood the mortal realm. So my Master has decreed!”

His Master? Was this creature talking about… God?

Big G. The Man Upstairs. I Am That I Am, all that stuff.

It sounded almost too insane to be true, but this was an angel I was talking to. Who else would be in control of these heavenly hordes?

“It has been decided,” the angel continued. From the look on the creature’s stony face, I could tell it wasn’t terribly happy about what had been decided. But it was a loyal being. “The scales that have been balanced since time immemorial must be tipped in our favor. A thumb must be placed upon the cosmic balance.” The creature pulled out its flaming sword and pointed it at me. “Jaxon Bryant. You are that thumb.”

Me. A thumb.

“Gee, thanks,” I grunted. “I’ve never been called a thumb before.”

Just then, the figures at the top of the stairs disappeared. Women and cultists alike were dragged back into the shadows, replaced with a group of men in tactical armor carrying vicious-looking rifles. The logo of the Obsidian Eye had been woven into the fabric of their vests, and they wore dark goggles that covered their eyes. A bootleg version of the Archon System, maybe?

“Ah, finally,” Dr. Boddeker said, spreading his hands. “Why is good help so difficult to find these days?”

“Contact,” the lead guard said. He lifted his rifle. “Take them into custody, sir?”

The stone angel cocked an eyebrow in the direction of the guards. “The Eye has decided to try and kill you, Powermancer,” the creature said. He didn’t sound terribly upset by it.

I wasn’t, either. “They’ve been doing that for a while,” I replied with a grin. “They’re never successful.”

“No prisoners!” Dr. Boddeker yelled. “Shoot them all before they escape! But make sure you keep the Powermancer’s head intact!” He turned away, lowering his voice. “If that skull is broken, putting the Archon System back together is going to be an ordeal…”

As one, the guards at the top of the stairs aimed their rifles.

Shit, I thought.

“This,” the angel said, “should be amusing.”

“Open fire!” the guard roared.

I was already in motion. As I spun, I spoke the word of power that opened me up to my Aether Blades and summoned them as hard as I could. A glowing red shield popped into existence in front of my outstretched hand, slightly curved and large enough to cover half the auditorium.

Bullets slammed into the shield. The glowing red magic flickered with each impact, but the Aether Shield held through the first wave of bullets. I could feel each hit, though. Holding the power through that kind of assault drained me.

We either had to get out of here, or we had to fight back.

I knew which one I’d rather do.

“Let my women go!” I craned my neck to shout at the angel as more impacts rattled my magical shield. “Now!”

The angel glanced at its fellows, frowning slightly. I knew better than to expect any help from the heavenly host during this battle, but I at least hoped they’d be smart enough not to try and hold me back. But these haloed hooligans looked like they weren’t sure whether they wanted to let my harem loose or not.

That was a big problem.

“You must focus on yourself,” the angel intoned. “Your physical urges make you weak, Powermancer. Allowing your women to do your work for you will only leave you wanting when the trumpets are blown on the day of the Last Battle…”

I could give a fuck about this guy and his final battle. “You want me to work with you?” I roared, struggling to hold the shield and concentrate on the angel at the same time. “Then let my harem off the leash!”

The angel’s frown deepened. “So be it,” the creature said. “Let them go.”

The angel holding Charlie dropped her. And the one with the gun to Mia’s head flipped the pistol around and offered it to her, as naturally as if he’d merely been keeping it warm for the agent.

The dark elf sprung forward, summoning the Bitch’s Blade. It gleamed in her hand, silver and deadly, nearly as beautiful as the woman herself.

“Thanks!” Charlie said, taking her place next to me. “Let’s kick some ass!”

I was tempted to kiss her, but that would have taken up too much of my concentration. “Where’s Fliss?” I asked instead.

A worried look flickered across the dark elf’s face. “I’m not sure,” Charlie admitted. “I saw her run down a side hallway just before everything went apeshit. I kind of figured she was waiting in the wings to stab a motherfucker if they tried to get behind you!”

I swore. I’d been hoping for the same.

“We’ll find her once we deal with these bastards,” I growled. “Let’s take care of business!”

“Fuck yeah!” Stephanie shouted. “Charge!”

Grinning, the three of us raced up the stairs.

The glowing shield moved right along with me, channeled by my magic. Bullets pinged off of it, ricocheting around the auditorium, but none of them managed to penetrate the Archon System’s power. We reached the top of the steps in what felt like a single leap, me in the center of the formation with my dark elf and my vampire by my side.

Fear flashed in the eyes of Dr. Boddeker’s guards. We were so close that the shield pushed against the troops, shoving them backwards as they tried to reload their weapons. The lead guard shouted something, his words lost in the maelstrom—

Then my girls were among them, and they were fucked.

I’d been privileged enough to see some beautiful things in my life. During my years on the road, traveling from city to city in my beat up truck and travel trailer, I’d made stops at some of the most picturesque locations America had to offer. Zion National Park, Joshua Tree, the Grand Canyon… sites of natural wonder that left the senses reeling and reminded you of just how small you were in the grand scheme of things.

Since taking the Archon System into myself and accepting my role as Powermancer, I’d seen all the beauty the female form had to offer, too.

Or so I thought.

The dance of death Charlie and Stephanie dealt out together could have been one of Fliss’s paintings from the Traverse Museum. The Bitch’s Blade flashed again and again, always in motion and never stopping as it killed and killed. The silver rapier punctured throats, slashed arteries, and severed the hand of any guard unlucky enough to try and raise his weapon against the gorgeous, sexy Noir Knight.

On the other side of the carnage, Stephanie didn’t even need a weapon to crush these guys. She moved so fast that none of them could get a bead on her—as if she were capable of literally dodging bullets. Her fangs flashed as bright and silver as Charlie’s sword, ripping out throats as she jumped from human figure to human figure. Where she went, she left nothing but corpses behind.

I held the Tempest Fang and was ready to use it, but suddenly I wasn’t even necessary. I watched my two beautiful babes killing, knowing that they were doing it for me. My cock surged to life, straining against my boxers as Charlie opened a guard’s throat with her rapier and let his blood spray all over her tits like a cumshot.

The combination of sex and violence was so heady it was impossible to resist.

Within moments, it was all over. The entire squad who’d been sent to assassinate us lay dead on the carpet, pools of blood spreading around their bodies. The few that were still moving were in their death throes. As I watched, Charlie casually slashed the Bitch’s Blade across one of them, opening his throat.

Jesus, I thought, watching the two of them mop up. Why is that so goddamn hot?

“Impressive,” said the lead angel. “Truly, when the Almighty handed out his gifts, humanity gained the better part of his propensity for violence.”

“And you’d better believe it,” Charlie said, turning away from the pile of bodies. Her tits heaved in her tight top, and one look in her eyes told me that she was even more turned on than me. Battle always got my Noir Knight keyed up, and the thrill of victory was one hell of an aphrodisiac.

Dr. Bodekker stared and sputtered. “This is ridiculous,” the doctor said, his hologram turning to the renegade angel. “You can’t just turn on us! We had a deal!”

Mia snickered. “Some deal.”

The doctor’s pixelated face turned stony. “Don’t say a word, Morgan,” he hissed, his charismatic charisma fled. “You traitor.”

Together, Charlie, Stephanie, and I made our way down the stairs. It seemed like everything was over but the shouting: with Dr. Bodekker’s goons dead, he couldn’t do much more than yell at us from his Anchorite hidey-hole.

It was possible he had more troops in reserve, of course. But if they showed their ugly faces, we’d smash them, too.

“It’s over,” I grunted, looking around for the source of Dr. Bodekker’s transmission. Breaking his little hologram device had been so much fun the first time I’d met him that I couldn’t wait to do it again. “We’re leaving. Dr. Bodekker, please consider this my official notice that I will not be accepting your offer to join the Obsidian Eye.”

“Hear, hear!” Stephanie giggled.

The doctor rolled his eyes. “Well, of course, you nitwit,” the old man growled, rubbing his stubble. “I never actually intended to allow you to join our ranks! I want what’s in your head, Mr. Bryant. Everything around it doesn’t matter a whit to me.”

“You’re sick,” Charlie growled. “You set all of this up for what? To trick us into letting our guard down?”

“Not that it worked,” Mia muttered. She turned to her former employer, her brows furrowed together. “Why did you do this, Bodekker? You ruined the Obsidian Eye’s policy of neutrality. And for what?”

The man kept his cool, but I could tell that on the inside he was seething. “The Archon System is too important,” he protested. “The other Anchorites agreed—our policy of official neutrality is outdated and obsolete. The future will belong to those with the foresight to seize the reins of power, Morgan. Not those who hide their heads in the sand and pray that the giants pass them by.”

It sounded pretty good. But I could tell there was something he wasn’t telling us.

“You didn’t think you’d get caught, did you?” I asked.

Dr. Bodekker’s eyes shot all the way to his hairline. I’d hit a bingo, alright.

“Think about it,” I said, turning to Mia. “Who’s going to tell? Everyone here is either working for the Obsidian Eye or so entwined with them that turning against them would be sealing their own destruction. I bet you thought you could speed run the Red Wedding at this shindig, gut me and my harem, and enjoy the Archon System consequence-free.”

Charlie blanched. “Dead men tell no tales,” she quoted.

“Or dead elves,” Stephanie added.

“Bullshit!” Just then, Joe Knight stepped right into the middle of our discussion. The actor had a harried, haunted look about him, as if he desperately wished he could forget the events of the last few minutes. He looked like he’d aged half a decade in a day. “What about me? I would tell! I’d tell the world that I got tricked by you, Dr. Boddeker!”

Dr. Boddeker looked like he’d forgotten the actor was even there. “Hmm? Ah, yes, well. You simply wouldn’t have been allowed to, you see.”

The man did a double take. “Are you saying you’d kill me, Dr. Boddeker? That I’m such a threat to humanity’s dominance that you’d have to end my life?”

“Ah, nothing that drastic,” the doctor said, adjusting his eyeglasses. “The Eye has a number of different tactics… cognitive worms and the like…”

But Mr. Knight wasn’t listening.

“Fuck this!” the actor cried, reaching down deep for a little bit of that action movie bravado. “What a fucking waste of time all this turned out to be! I’ve never been so disrespected in my entire life!”

And the actor pushed past me, as if this were a bad interview rather than an international incident. The man’s powers of narcissism never failed to surprise me.

“Wait, Joey!” A few women who hadn’t fled during the fighting came running down the stairs. “Take us with you!”

We watched them go. “Huh, look at that,” Charlie said, grinning at the ladies as they raced after their cult leader. “I guess some women really are capable of loyalty…”

A deep rumble escaped the head angel’s throat. “Powermancer. I would speak with you.”

I turned. The massive, stony figure stood like a Roman statue, a sword strapped to its back between its wings. "You'd better make it quick," I told the creature. "My job's just about done here."

The angel shook its head. "No," the creature said, its voice booming. "It is only just beginning, Jaxon Bryant."

It struck me just how right the figure was.

“Alright,” I grunted. “What’s on your mind?”

“I understand your reticence,” the angel rumbled. “Were I a mortal in your position, I too would be reluctant to grant my trust or my power to one side of the Bellum Aeternum.”

Buddy, I thought, I’m not thinking about the Bellum Aeternum. I’m just trying to survive.

But that wouldn’t have been a good thing to say. Instead, I just remained silent. Give the guys who looked like statues a little taste of the stoic routine.

It must have worked. A faint smile rose to the angel’s face. “Your so-called allies in the Obsidian Eye lied to you,” the creature said. “They never intended to grant you the control key which you need to upgrade the Archon System. They planned to keep you from your destiny.” He paused. “But I will fulfill it.”

“Hey, stop!” Dr. Boddeker looked like he was on the edge of panic. “Don’t do that! You’re not allowed!”

The doctor waved his holographic hands in the angel’s direction—but of course, there was nothing he could do. He wasn’t there in the flesh; he was sitting in a hermetically sealed chamber somewhere deep inside the Obsidian Eye’s headquarters.

Either way, the angel didn’t react at all. As far as the envoy from the heavenly host was concerned, Dr. Boddeker wasn’t even there.

Something clicked inside of my head. “The Eye never had the Demon Core at all,” I guessed, feeling in my heart of hearts that I was barking up the right tree. “Didn’t they? You’ve got it. You and your angels.”

I was so sure I’d hit a bullseye. But the angel was already shaking his head.

“No, the Demon Core is indeed in the hands of the Eye,” the creature said. “Our agents have been unable to secure it, despite numerous skirmishes during the Bellum Aeternum. From what we've managed to discover, it appears the Obsidian Eye has placed the artifact in a magically fortified container, and only the Anchorite Dr. Boddeker himself can remove it. Which means that securing the Demon Core is up to you, Powermancer."

Shit. That sounded really bad. And from the guilty look on the doctor's holographic face, I knew the angel was telling the truth.

Dr. Bodekker gave a nervous little laugh. "Your information is, hmm, a little out of date, I think?" he said lamely. "Certainly I wouldn't keep a dangerous artifact like the Demon Core within my own apartments..."

Yeah you would, you bastard, I thought.

Mia’s eyes widened to the size of saucers. “You’ve got it with you!?” she blurted, staring down the hologram. “You mad bastard!”

Before Dr. Boddeker could protest further, the angel cut him off. “I am unable to grant you that token of power, Jaxon Bryant,” the angel rumbled. “But there is something I can provide you. Something I do not believe you’ve even begun to search for…”

And the angel reached into its tunic.

My eyes widened with shock as it removed a golden pendant from beneath the fabric of its vest. A silver chain bound it to the angel’s neck. The jewel at the center glowed like a miniature sun, casting the entire auditorium in a golden hue like a summer’s afternoon.

Before I knew what I was doing, I let out a happy sigh. Next to me, Charlie and Stephanie did the same. The energy from that gem felt like green grass and high tides, like blue water and blue sky. Like plants coming alive from seeds and growing tall in fertile soil.

That’s amazing, I thought. I’ve got to have that…

“What…” Charlie looked spellbound by the gem. “What is that?”

A faint smile flickered across the angel’s face. “We call it the Golden Braid,” the creature said, holding the gem aloft. “I do not believe you have heard the name—and yet you certainly know what this is.”

I nodded. It was obvious. “The other control key.”

One of the three that would turn our Stronghold into humanity’s fortress. With this key, and the Demon Core, we could upgrade our Antarctic base into a landing pad for humanity’s elevated soldiers. The powers contained within those control keys were literally unfathomable – God only knew what things I could do with the Archon System once I had one of them installed.

The deal couldn’t have been more clear. Your loyalty for the gem, the angel was saying. Did I have the cojones to accept?

I decided to try the direct approach. “Give it to me,” I commanded, using the same tone I took with one of my harem girls when they were getting bratty. “It’s mine.”

With that same faint, sad smile, the angel tucked the gem back into its tunic.

“Not yet, it isn’t,” the creature rumbled. “In order to claim this gem, Powermancer, you must prove your worth to the Heavenly Host.”

So that was the game. “Alright. How do I do that?”

“You must prove to the Almighty that it is you, and not merely the women you elevate, who are worthy of the power,” the angel said fiercely. “You must fight for the Golden Braid, Jaxon Bryant. And you must fight alone.”

The creature’s words hit me like a ton of bricks.

“Fight alone?” I asked, looking at my women. “Sure. I can do that. What do I have to kill?”

The angel was already shaking its head. “A duel,” it said, drawing its mighty stone sword. Between you and I. One on one, for the gem.”

I swallowed hard. This creature wasn’t like the angel I’d fought in the Traverse Museum. That one could fight, but it was like a high-school basketball player—this creature was more like Michael Jordan.

But that gem. The control key.

We needed it, if we were going to survive.

So I squared my shoulders and shifted the Tempest Fang to a two-handed grip. “Your challenge is accepted,” I told the angel, provoking a chorus of gasps from my harem girls. “Should we do this right here? Right now?”

I could tell the answer was going to be yes. Dr. Bodekker could sputter and protest all he wanted, but he wasn’t here in the flesh. He’d wagered everything on his little alliance between the Obsidian Eye and the Heavenly Host lasting through the conclusion of the Ceremony, and now he had egg on his face.

He couldn’t stop me. He could only watch.

The angel shifted—and the door at the end of the auditorium opened. I looked up to see Joe Knight backing into the main hall, his arms held up before him. His women cowered in the doorway, a step or two behind him.

“Does anyone want to tell me why the fucking police are outside?” he demanded.


Chapter Twenty-Three

The police!? Here!?

Detective Tanaka, I thought, my heart leaping into my throat. She was with those purple robed guys who were running all the food and drink. What were they called, the Artificers?

I thought that was right. I suppose it didn't really matter. We'd been tricked—that was all there was to it.

"Police?" I hadn't thought Dr. Bodekker could look any more shocked than he already had. I was wrong. "What the everloving hell are you talking about—?"

"Members of the Obsidian Eye!" The voice was loud and booming, though somewhat muffled by the walls of the auditorium. They were yelling through a megaphone, and their words crackled with distortion. "We have the building surrounded! Surrender now!"

"That sounds like that woman," Charlie said, a look of wonder spreading across her dark elf face. "The really nasty cop who thought it was you who burnt down the Fortress of Solitude..."

"Detective Tanaka," I agreed, nodding. "Fuck. What are the cops doing here?"

Dr. Bodekker's hologram began to waver. "This is a disaster," the man muttered to himself. "All units still on site, retreat now. This is an order!"

"I don't think you have any units left," I said. I couldn't resist twisting the knife just a little bit. "Didn't we kill them all?"

The doctor's hologram turned and gave me a dirty look. "This isn't over, Bryant. Not by a longshot."

I couldn't help but smirk. "You're absolutely right about that," I told Dr. Bodekker. "You and I have unfinished business. You'd better hold that gem of yours tight, asshole. Because when I find out where you're hiding, I'm coming to your little panic room and ripping the door right off the hinges!"

He didn't say anything to that. There was a pause, then his hologram winked out of existence. It disappeared in a rush, like someone blowing out a candle. There one second, then gone the next.

"Thank fucking God," Mia said, shaking her head. She blanched as she realized there was a literal representative of the Almighty standing next to her. "Um, no offense..."

"Jaxon Bryant!" Detective Tanaka's voice sounded even more pissed off now. "Come out with your hands up! We have a warrant for your arrest!"

What!?

"Arrested? Me?" I looked around the room like there had to be some kind of mistake—like I was expecting to find out I was on one of those shitty hidden camera prank shows. "She's got to be joking. It's an empty threat..."

"Jax?"

My heart dropped into my stomach. I knew that voice.

"Fliss!?" I looked at my other women, praying they'd tell me I was wrong. My heart dropped into my stomach. I knew that voice.

"Fliss?" I looked at my other women, praying they'd tell me I was wrong. That I was just hearing things—that not knowing where Felicity had run off to during the fighting was doing funny things to my brain.

Then I saw the look on their faces, and I knew. That was her.

Shit.

"We have your associate!" Detective Tanaka's voice held a hint of smugness now, which made me want to walk outside and slap her silly. "We caught Felicity Anata attempting to flee the scene of the crime, Mr. Bryant!"

The scene of the crime? Just what did Detective Tanaka think was happening here?

"She's as guilty as sin, and so are you!" Even the smugness in Detective Tanaka's voice was gone now, replaced with a kind of zealous self-righteousness that made me want to retch. "Come out with your hands up, Jax! You don't want this to get any worse!”

The angel turned to me, its expression placid and unmoved. “The gendarmes do not intend to relent,” it said, as if the two of us were simply discussing the weather. “If you set your weapons down and head out that door, Powermancer, they will place you in gaol. You will not be able to defend yourself, and we will not be able to complete our duel.”

That all sounded bad. Really bad.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Mia said. Evidently she’d already decided on her course of action. “Open a portal, Jax. Get us back to the Stronghold!”

It was the smart move, for sure. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

I shook my head. “They have Fliss,” I said. “I’m not leaving.”

Mia scoffed. “She’s one woman,” the redhead protested. “Besides, she’s a big girl. I’m sure she can take care of herself. If those cops try to put their hands on her, she can just turn into Bethany Beatdown and smash them all with her hammer of Thor or whatever…”

“She’s got a spear, not a hammer,” I said, glaring at Mia. “And we’re not leaving her behind. If she’s not the Valkyrie right now, then there’s a reason she’s staying in human form.”

She’s protecting me, I thought privately. We couldn’t keep our powers out of the public eye for much longer, but at least she wouldn’t reveal herself to Detective Tanaka.

Stephanie turned to the angel. “We need that gem,” she said, showing her fangs. “What do we need to do to get you to give it to us?”

Was that a smile I saw on the angel’s stony face? I thought it was, just a little bit. “There is nothing that you can do,” the creature said. “It is up to the baernan to claim the power for himself.”

Of course it was.

“Excuse me,” Mr. Knight said. “I don’t mean to interrupt your little philosophical discussion, but there are cops outside the building!”

“So?” Stephanie gave the man a confused look. “They’re not there for you.”

“Are you kidding me? I can’t be seen getting perp-walked through the streets!” The actor was almost beside himself with frustration. “Think of what that would do to my image! My recruiting days would be over!”

They’re over already, I thought but didn’t say. Already Joe Knight’s women were looking at him with less devotion than before, as if they’d realized their messiah wasn’t actually the genuine article.

I doubted it would be much of an issue for him to get girls, though. Men like him could always find a willing groupie with a couple of warm holes.

“Bah!” the actor decided. “Fuck this! There’s got to be another exit, right? Somewhere in the back?” He looked around as if one of us might tell him—though of course, none of us knew anything. The only ones with knowledge of the building were dead, or fled like Dr. Bodekker.

After a moment, he realized that, too. “Fuck it,” he grunted. “Come on, girls!”

Reluctantly, his harem of groupies followed.

“That one’s going to have stormy weather coming his way,” Stephanie muttered as the man disappeared into a side hallway.

“He deserves it,” Mia said simply. As far as she was concerned, that was that. She turned to me, trying her best to ignore the angels still in our presence. “So what the hell do we do if we’re not running away, Jax?”

I was thinking that part through. The beginnings of a plan burbled in the back of my brain, but there was so much uncertainty to deal with. What irritated me more than anything was that I didn’t have a good look at the formation outside. A lot depended on just how many cops there were out there waiting for us. Not to mention whether or not they had back up.

Wait a second…

“Angel,” I said, turning to the stone figure with the gem around its neck. “Actually, I just thought of something. What the hell should I call you?”

“My name cannot be pronounced by mortal tongues,” the creature said with a shrug. “It is not important.”

It probably would be at some point. But for now, I was willing to let that slide. “You said that I need to prove myself,” I told the angel instead. The pieces of the plan were beginning to solidify in my head—to turn into something brilliant. “What if I did something truly spectacular?”

“Hmm?” The creature cocked its stone head to the side. Its wings beat gently, filling the auditorium hall with a faint wind. “What are you suggesting, baernan?”

“I just have to do something incredible,” I told the creature. “Something that only I could do—that would prove to you that I’m the true Powermancer, and that I deserve to have your backing against the demonic hordes. Right?”

There was something wary in the angel’s stance. “You speak truthfully,” it admitted. “But I fail to see…”

That didn’t matter. I’d make the angel see. I’d make them all see.

I reached out a hand, re-summoning the Tempest Fang. It sprang to life in my fist, the weight reassuring against my palm.

“I’m going out there,” I said. “And I’m getting my girl back.”

Everyone stared at me. Shock showed on the faces of everyone else in the auditorium, but both Charlie and Stephanie were also looking at me like I was the biggest hero they’d ever met.

Only Mia Morgan looked unenthused. “You’re going to fight?” she asked, glancing at the door. “Those aren’t demons out there, Jax. They’re not angels in disguise, either. They’re human beings—police officers. Are you going to kill them, if it comes down to it?”

I was already shaking my head. “It won’t be necessary.”

Mia blanched. “I don’t understand.”

“That’s okay. You don’t need to.” I turned to Stephanie, looking the gorgeous vampire up and down. “Babe. Gonna need those fangs of yours.”

The vampire was already grinning. “I can do that,” she said, stepping forward. She held up a hand, her fangs flashing as she opened her mouth and bit down into the heel of her hand. Twin puncture wounds appeared in the meat of her palm. Black blood oozed from the wound, dribbling down her milky white skin.

A frisson of lust traveled down my spine. I remembered what had happened to me the last time I’d sampled Steph’s vampiric blood. This time you’ll be able to control it, I assured myself. You know what’s coming.

“Baernan?” The angel watched me with a stony expression. “In order to prove yourself before the Almighty, you must act alone.”

I laughed. I’d already anticipated this part. “That’s exactly what I’m doing,” I told the angel as I took Stephanie’s hand. “Don’t your own people say you need to put on the full armor of God before you step onto the battlefield?”

The thing’s face shifted slightly. “You would quote scripture? To me?”

Stephanie offered her dripping fingers to me. Rivulets of black blood trickled down the digits, putting me in mind of those deep, dark veins inside of the glowing gem at the heart of the fake Demon Core. I wondered if the real gem would resemble the fake Dr. Bodekker had the Obsidian Eye commission, or if the true control key looked nothing like it.

I’ll find out sooner or later, I thought fiercely. That bastard’s going down.

But first, I had a girl to save.

“I’m putting on my armor,” I growled, kissing the tip of Stephanie’s finger. “And then I’m going to war.”

Before the angel could say another word, I pulled the vampire’s fingers into my mouth.

The taste of her black, vampiric blood was the mirror image of that feeling I’d felt when the angel unveiled his holy gem. Stephanie’s blood tasted like darkness, and velvet, and the rich spices burnt in the background of erotic occult rituals. It tasted like tying a woman up and whipping her to an inch of her life while she came over and over again. Like the look on a revolutionary’s face when the tyrannical dictator sentences him to death and watches him swing from the gallows, confident that his reign will be secure for a hundred years.

It was lust, and corruption, and power.

Stephanie gasped as I drank from her. The world blurred around me as the blood took hold, sharpening my senses and amplifying my strength. Just like before, it felt as if time itself had slowed down, the seconds passing like molasses sliding from a jar.

That slowdown was exactly what I’d been counting on.

“Go,” the vampire whispered, grinning. “Save Fliss. Then come back here and fuck your harem’s brains out.”

I grinned. “You’d better fucking believe it.”

I turned and raced for the door, a surge of energy making every step feel as if it were three. I could hear the angel raising its heavenly voice somewhere behind me, preparing another argument, but I was no longer listening. Stephanie and Charlie both cheered for me, and with my enhanced hearing I even noticed Mia whispering a nearly-silent prayer that I made it back in one piece.

Interesting. Did she care about me, or was she just praying that her ticket to demigod hood didn’t get himself filled with holes by the local police department?

That thought followed me as I slammed through the big double doors.

Cold air blew over me as I shot like an arrow into the parking lot. I saw it all in a single glance, processing it with the speed of a supercomputer. A half-dozen police cars clustered in a rough ‘U’ shape at the front of the parking lot of the convention center, and inside of that U stood an entire squadron of men and women in riot gear. At their center, Detective Tanaka stood with her bullhorn, her mouth open as she prepared to shout another demand for me to surrender.

Standing next to her in handcuffs was Fliss.

The world blurred. The edges of my vision darkened until it felt as if I were standing at the entrance of a long, narrow tunnel, with Fliss at the bottom. That was my girl. My partner. One of the members of my squad and my harem.

And they had her chained.

With a roar more like a beast than a man, I threw myself at Fliss.

I watched in slow motion as Detective Tanaka’s eyes widened in shock. The order she’d been about to shout died on her lips as a ripple of terror traveled through the men in riot gear. As one, they lifted their weapons at me, taking aim at the figure who’d just appeared in their midst.

But they were slow. So slow.

With Stephanie’s vampiric blood singing in my veins, I was more than human. I felt like an Olympic sprinter in a race against a middle-school track team. A laugh broke from my lips as I twisted at the waist, leaping over the hood of a nearby car like I was trying to do my best Dukes of Hazzard impression.

At the last second, someone grabbed the microphone away from Detective Tanaka. To my surprise, it was her  partner, Detective Ballard.

“Wait,” he roared, trying to stop the men before they could fire. “Stop—”

Too late.

The parking lot echoed with gunshots.

I threw up my arm, muttering the word of power that summoned my Aether Blades as I lowered my head. A glowing red shield snapped to life in front of my arm, solidifying an instant before a dozen bullets struck it and ricocheted in all directions. The shield shuddered, hairline cracks appearing in its surface, but it held.

In the recesses of my brain, the part of me who’d existed before the Archon System began to scream. They’re shooting at me! The cops are SHOOTING at me!

If I wasn’t the person I’d become, I’d be too terrified to move.

But I was more than just Jaxon Bryant now.

I was the baernan. The Powermancer. The master of a harem of badass supernatural babes.

And I had a woman to save.

I lowered my head and charged like a linebacker, hitting the left flank of the police squadron. A quick twist of my arm slammed the red shield into the nearest man’s weapon, sending it falling from his fingers and landing on the pavement. He had just enough time to gasp before I hit him with the flat end of the Tempest Fang and knocked him out cold.

One down, I thought, judging the distance between me and Fliss. Too fucking many to go, though…

There was no way I was going to be able to take them all down. Even with my enhanced strength and speed, and the Tempest Fang by my side, these men had guns. A quick glance over their heads confirmed that there were even more police officers behind the barricade of cars—and that more than a few of them were also reaching for their service weapons.

But I could put on a damn good show. Under the eyes of the Almighty, I intended to strike the fear of God Himself into these mortals.

I smirked as I pirouetted to the side, slamming my boot down onto the next man’s foot. His mouth opened to let out a scream, but before he could make a sound I thrust my elbow into his face. Blood squirted from his nose, and he went down hard.

Two more cops swung their rifles in my direction. The first one dropped his weapon from a sideways swipe with my Tempest Fang, but the other jumped backwards out of range, taking aim at me around my shield. Shit.

“Aetherium!” I roared, grabbing my first-level spell.

A brilliant red shard shot from between my fingers, soaring through the air like a ninja’s throwing knife. It glowed so fiercely that those who were close enough to see it froze, shocked by the sudden, dazzling display.

If that shard had hit the police officer, he’d have been killed instantly. But I was fast enough—and accurate enough—to avoid damaging him directly. The glistening needle slammed into the side of his rifle, spearing the stock and ripping off chunks of the weapon. In moments it lay in his hands, torn to ribbons.

I was already moving, hitting the next group of guards.

I wished I’d brought something faster than the Tempest Fang. The weapon’s limitations had never been more obvious to me than in that moment. The blade was powerful as hell, capable of adding additional weight and heft to each of its damaging strikes. But it was not fast. And it was so heavy that even with my enhanced strength and speed, my arms were beginning to burn.

I wasn’t meant to deal with this many threats at the same time. A Powermancer was a general, meant for sitting at the rear of the battlefield and directing his troops to victory.

But I had to prove myself. I had to get that gem.

And most of all, I had to save Fliss.

I spared a glance at the woman as I twisted past another pair of cops, using the Tempest Fang to shear the barrels of their rifles off just in front of their hands. I don’t think I’d ever seen Felicity so turned on—she was a captive, helpless, and I was here to save her.

As another cop fell, I cupped a hand around my mouth. "You've gotten yourself into some trouble, huh?"

My girlfriend grinned. "I was going to warn you!” she shouted. “I chased one of their goons out of the convention center and ran right into Detective Asshole and her Merry Men.  I tried to get back to you, but they slapped these freaking cuffs on me…"

I spared a glance at the handcuffs. There was something odd about them—the air around them shimmered faintly, as if the metal were a hot grill on a summer’s day. I noticed they weren’t entire silver, either. They had a channel of some radioactive green material running around the center of the band. Like a vein of mold in a good piece of blue cheese.

“What’s up with those?” I asked.

A cop threw down his weapon and balled up his fist, like I was going to suddenly decide to pull a Marquis of Queensbury on these guys. I sent my shield bashing into his face, and he fell over backwards.

Fliss held up her hands. “I have no idea!” she admitted. “I just know that the second this metal bit into my wrist, the Valkyrie went bye-bye. I’d watch the fuck out for those if I were you!”

Duly noted, I thought.

I gave a knowing smile. "We’ll have to keep those handcuffs after this is over,” I promised her. “Do a little research in the bedroom…”

Fliss gasped and gave a shudder that had nothing to do with the cold weather. “Yes, sir!”

“Good girl,” I said, ducking beneath another cop’s swipe. “Now get ready to move!”

The remaining members of the squad were all moving to surround me. It would have been a fine move if I were an ordinary human, one that cut off my means of escape and left me practically helpless.

But I was anything other than ordinary.

I swung the Tempest Fang again and again, getting more reckless with it. The sharp edge of the heavy blade slashed open a few vests and shed some blood, but I made sure that none of the wounds I caused were anything close to fatal. At worst, an officer got a shard or two in their legs, disabling them and pinning them to the ground.

The world blurred even further as I spun like a whirling dervish, knocking three assailants to the ground. I’d told myself that victory under these conditions was impossible—but I’d already taken out most of Detective Tanaka’s goons. It really looked like I was about to win!

“Ready!” A voice shouted from the other side of the barricade. “Aim!”

I turned. Another dozen cops were leaning on the barricade of cars, aiming pistols and rifles in my direction. They’d been afraid to shoot before, fearful of friendly fire. But I’d just knocked down most of the obstacles in their way.

Fuck!

“Fliss, get down!” I roared, taking a flying leap to my girlfriend.

I hit the ground just as the cops opened fire. Bullets whizzed through the air, one of them coming so close that I felt the wind of it as it passed my ear. I grabbed Fliss and shoved her to the pavement, lifting the Aether Shield over my head and expanding it to a half-dome as more bullets impacted our cover.

Fliss beamed up at me, watching me lovingly through her long lashes. “You’re insane,” she said, laughing as she caressed me. “Do you even realize you just fought your way through fifteen guys to get to me?”

More impacts rattled the shield.

“There’s way more than fifteen guys out there,” I said, nodding at the enemy. “I can’t kill them all, Fliss.”

She let out a manic giggle. “I’m sure you’d try, though,” she said with a sign. “Fuck, I love you so much, Jax!”

Detective Tanaka was yelling something in the background. I didn’t care enough to listen to her. Trying to rally the troops, probably. That didn’t matter.

I’d achieved the first half of my goal. I had Fliss. Now I just had to get back inside the convention center in one piece.

Unfortunately, Detective Tanaka was about to make that damned difficult. The woman was standing on the steps with a pistol the size of a toaster in her hands, a look of grim determination on her face.

Great, I thought. Now she wants to be a hero.

“Stop!” the Detective hissed. “It’s over, Jax!”

I shifted the shield to my back. There were about two dozen guys out past the barricade waiting to put a slug in me. The second I rose from cover, they were going to be shooting. Which was a big problem.

Because if I was using my powers to block them, I had nothing to stop Detective Tanaka.

I could kill her. There was always that. An Aether Shard would do the trick, or a decapitating blow with the Tempest Fang.

But then I’d have the blood of an innocent woman on my hands.

Well, okay, maybe not innocent. But killing a demon or an angel wasn’t like killing a human being. Ending them just sent them back to their respective planes of existence. Killing Detective Tanaka would be ending a life. It would practically be murder.

I told myself I wasn’t that kind of person.

But if it came down to her or my woman?

I knew what I’d choose.

“I’m taking Fliss out of here,” I roared, judging the distance between the car and the front doors of the convention center. It was going to be a hell of a run, but I could make it. Assuming my infusion of vampiric blood didn’t run out, of course.

Speaking of which, I needed to get moving.

“You’re not going anywhere,” Detective Tanaka said. I swore I could detect an edge of gloating in her voice—as if she knew every moment she delayed me meant there was a greater chance of me losing. “You’re under arrest, Jaxon Bryant.”

“What the fuck for?” Fliss asked.

Tanaka snorted. “Arson, for one,” she said, shifting her grip on her pistol. “Attempted murder for another. The law doesn’t look favorably on people who attack cops, Felicity.”

“They shot first!” my girlfriend protested.

Detective Tanaka shook her head. All of us knew that didn’t matter.

“You think you’re some kind of hero?” Detective Tanaka shouted. “I watch the news, Jax. I know what’s going on in the world. The Powers That Be have been trying their best to keep a lid on it, but they’re failing. It’s almost time for the main event to begin…”

Something clicked in my head. “Is that why you tied your fortunes to the Obsidian Eye?” I growled.

Detective Tanaka stumbled back a step.

“That’s right,” I shot back. “I saw you at the Ceremony, Yui. Wearing the robes of a common servant. Was that part of your spy routine, or have you just decided to be the Anchorites’ bitch?”

Detective Tanaka’s eyes filled with hate. Murderous hate.

If I had a chance of walking away from this, it just fled, I thought ruefully. Before, she was going to put a pair of those funky handcuffs on me. Now she’s planning to send me out of here in a body bag.

She was planning to kill me. Did that make it okay to kill her?

“Yui!” A voice nearly made me turn away from Detective Tanaka, which would have been fatal. “Is that true?”

I risked a quick glance. Somehow in the fracas, I’d missed Detective Ballard. He’d either been smart enough to stay away from me, or he’d been behind the barricade running things and had come forward during the worst of the fighting.

His partner’s face changed when she saw him. There was anger there, yes—but there was far more shame.

He doesn’t know, I realized.

“He’s a liar!” Detective Tanaka howled. “You know it, Ballard! He nearly got you killed when you were staking out the Fortress of Solitude!”

A bold ploy. Except Detective Ballard and I both knew that nothing of the sort had happened. If anything, I’d been protecting the poor guy.

Detective Ballard was too smart to fall for that bullshit. “That’s why you had me staking out the store to begin with,” he muttered, shaking his head. “These costumed freaks—you’ve been meeting with them in secret, haven’t you?”

“Of course not!” Detective Tanaka probably wished she looked as convincing as she sounded. “We’ve been staking this convention center out for months, Ballard. The chatter about this ‘ritual’, and about Joe Knight… it’s been on our radar!”

“You weren’t shocked when all the freaky shit happened,” I said. I should have been trying to argue, but I couldn’t stop my train of thought. It just kept barreling through, making more connections. “You didn’t lose your shit and start panicking the first time you saw an angel, either. You weren’t surprised.” I stared her down, half-rising from the defensive crouch I’d put myself into. “How long have you been Dr. Boddeker’s mole?”

“Mole!?” Detective Tanaka’s brows shot skyward. “You’re crazy!”

Detective Ballard lifted his pistol.

Right at his partner.

“This whole thing is crazy,” he said, his tone sure and even. “But there’s one thing I know for sure. No one’s spilling any more blood today.” He glanced at me, then at his partner. “Put the gun down, Yui.”

Detective Tanaka couldn’t have looked more shocked if her partner had suddenly turned into an angel himself. “You can’t be serious,” she snapped. “This man is a criminal, Detective. We need to bring him down!”

“We’ll bring him in for questioning,” Detective Ballard said. “In fact, I’m thinking we should all go down to the station. It’s time you answered a few questions as well, Yui—”

The woman’s lips twisted with disgust. “Traitor,” she whispered, anger filling the word.

Detective Ballard slowly shook his head. “I’m starting to think you did that to yourself long before you could accuse it of me,” he grunted. “Now put the gun down, Yui. Unless you want this to really become a bloodbath…”

The world rocked around me. The ground beneath my feet suddenly felt far less solid; almost as if I were drunk or high.

Oh no, I thought, swallowing against the wave of nausea that threatened to overwhelm me. No, not now…

Fliss felt me swaying. “Jax, what’s wrong?” she whispered, looking up into my eyes.

“Stephanie’s blood,” I grunted, hoping she’d understand what I was talking about. “It’s running out…”

Which meant I needed to run now.

Detective Tanaka’s eyes flashed darkly. “You don’t know what you’re saying, Detective. What you’re calling for is incredibly dangerous, not to mention damaging to the department. You should step aside and let me do my job—”

“The truth is only dangerous to those who have reason to fear it,” Detective Ballard said, shaking his head. “And I’m really, really looking forward to getting a little truth, Yui. What’s the deal with these portals? Those handcuffs? The shit we heard happening over the radio inside that convention center—”

I saw the motion coming an instant before Detective Ballard did. Yui’s lips twisted in a snarl as she pivoted at the waist, turning her pistol at me and aiming it directly at her partner.

Honestly, part of me was shocked he didn’t see it coming. Detective Ballard had made himself a huge nuisance; and there was one easy way to make sure he couldn’t throw any more wrenches into what Detective Tanaka was doing.

Detective Ballard reacted, but not fast enough. His hand twitched around the hilt of his pistol as his impulse to fire back fought with his desire to avoid shooting his partner.

That moment of hesitation was exactly what Detective Tanaka needed.

But she hadn’t accounted for me.

With a roar like the world splitting apart, I grabbed Fliss and threw her into my arms. The world slowed down as I sprang from my hiding place, every last bit of the magic I’d taken into myself when I drank Stephanie’s blood burning up inside me in one insane flash of power.

I moved without deliberating, without thinking. Bullets slammed into the shield at my back, bullets that would have killed Fliss and I both, but I barely noticed them.

As I sprang out of the hiding place, I unsummoned the Tempest Fang.

Fliss gasped. But it was too late for the sword to save Detective Ballard. Only one thing could.

A word shot from my lips. A glittering red shard formed in the hand that had been holding the hilt of the sword, and I tossed it as hard as I could.

Time slowed to a crawl as the bolt shot through the air. It wasn’t aimed at Detective Tanaka. I hadn’t thrown it at Detective Ballard, either.

The bolt was aimed at the space between them.

The shard hit dead center between the pair and exploded, releasing its power in a blast of pure magical energy. It sent up a wave of wind across the parking lot that blew back Detective Tanaka’s hair and shook her clothing.

She stared blankly at what I’d just done. And at what she’d tried to do.

The gun fell from her nerveless fingers, her face turning white.

The hail of bullets behind us stopped. Everyone was frozen in their tracks.

“Holy shit,” Fliss whispered. “How did you do that?”

I had no earthly idea.

Detective Ballard recovered swiftly. “Stand down!” he shouted huskily, gesturing at the men on the other side of the barricade. “Stand the hell down!”

By some miracle, they actually listened to him. Police officers lowered their weapons, their faces stricken. Like they’d never really intended things to go this far, and now they were disgusted with themselves.

“Yui,” the man said, pulling out a pair of handcuffs. “You’re under arrest.”

It would have been nice to stay and gloat over Detective Tanaka’s downfall, but I didn’t have the time. Without the extra strength and speed Stephanie’s vampiric blood granted me, I didn’t have the power to fight the rest of the cops off. Detective Ballard could easily have taken me and Fliss in.

He knew it, too. He had us dead to rights.

I raced past the forlorn figure of Detective Tanaka. Now that she’d taken the shot and dropped her weapon, her whole body was trembling like a leaf. I almost wondered if she didn’t have one of those cognitive worms in her head, driving her to insanity.

If she did, I felt a little bit bad for her. But only a little.

“Good luck!” I shouted, tossing the epithet over my shoulder.

Detective Ballard looked up. I could see him preparing to shout for the other officers to chase me down—that I was still a suspect in the Fortress of Solitude’s arson, if not for injuring dozens of his fellow servicemembers.

The words rose to his lips.

Then he swallowed them down.

I’d just saved his life. For now, at least, Detective Ballard was willing to let me go. He nodded once, firmly, in my direction.

Then he pulled out his handcuffs and snapped them over Detective Tanaka’s wrists.

“That… that was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen,” Fliss whispered, clinging to my shoulder as we ascended the steps. “I can’t wait to tell the rest of the harem about this!”

I wasn’t as sanguine as my woman. I’d won the day, but I’d only managed to gain a temporary reprieve from the law. Something in the way Detective Ballard nodded at me told me this wasn’t over. We’d be safe from the long arm of the law at our Stronghold, but in Cedar Rapids?

In the mortal world, we’d have cops knocking down our door wherever we went if we stayed too long. Like a fucked up game of Grand Theft Auto.

Yet I permitted myself a little bit of glee. As we reached the doors of the auditorium, I turned around and watched as Ballard read Tanaka her rights. A pair of ambulances pulled into the parking lot behind him, their sirens blazing, with EMTs inside to take care of the wounded.

I wasn’t looking at them.

I was looking at the bullet.

The bullet Detective Tanaka had fired at her partner’s heart lay on the pavement, shattered into pieces by my shot. It was a one in a million throw. I could never have done it again. Not even if I had the luck of the angels themselves on my side.

It was a miracle.

And if it didn’t impress the hell out of the Almighty, I’d go through the Gates and demand that fucking control key myself.


Epilogue

“That’s better,” I said, holding up the two shattered halves of Fliss’s handcuffs. “How are you feeling, babe?”

The brunette rubbed her wrists. Marks covered both of them, but the lines weren’t too deep. “Never better,” she said, smiling through the pain. “Thanks. I thought I’d never get those off!”

The other women in my harem murmured similar sentiments. We were in the greatroom of the Stronghold, having just arrived through Mia’s portal after fleeing the Ceremony and the Obsidian Eye’s convention center. Charlie and Stephanie looked thrilled that I’d managed to save Fliss, while Mia just looked happy to be alive.

The nameless angel, however, was nowhere to be found. When I made it back to the auditorium, he had vanished. My girls told me he’d been there one minute and gone the next. It was spooky, but it also pissed me off.

Those feathered fuckers owed me a control key.

The fact that the Heavenly Host went back on its word shouldn’t have surprised me. But it did. Weren’t they supposed to be the good guys? I mean, I guess there weren’t any good guys where the Bellum Aeternum was concerned. As I’d learned recently, even humanity had plenty of blood on its hands.

“It’s good to have you back,” Charlie said. Both the blonde and the dark-haired goth girl she’d once managed had shed their transformations and regained their human form. They still looked every bit as beautiful as they did as a dark elf and a vampire— but now they had those girl-next-door good looks that drove me wild. “When you disappeared out of nowhere, you had us so worried…”

The mood was celebratory. Relief flooded me, despite the frustration of missing out on my control key. I’d managed to survive Dr. Boddeker’s assassination attempt and keep my harem intact. Plus I’d exposed a mole in Detective Ballard’s crew: his partner, who was secretly working for the Obsidian Eye. That was another way I’d stuck it to Dr. Boddeker.

Not bad for a day’s work, I thought, looking around the stone walls of my fortress. I think we could all use a little R&R…

For now, we had a safe place to hide. The war between Heaven and Hell could rage beyond these walls, but my women and I would be okay as long as we kept our heads down. We could rest up before our next mission, explore the Stronghold a little bit more. Test out some of the more erotic possibilities Stephanie’s Blood Witch powers gave the harem. Those hypnotic eyes of hers gave me ideas…

I should have known it would be Mia who’d rain on my parade.

“You should be worried,” the redhead said, brushing a lock of hair out of her face. Somehow she’d managed to retrieve her pistol before hopping through the portal and kept it strapped to her hip despite the safety of our Stronghold. Her badge was nowhere to be found. “We’ve just caused a major escalation of the Bellum Aeternum.”

“How so?” That was Charlie, who was frowning. “We didn’t do anything. Dr. Boddeker tried to kill us, then we beat him and escaped.”

Mia clicked her tongue. “Do you know how humanity has managed to survive for the last ten thousand years?” she asked, looking like she was ashamed of us for not already knowing the answer to the question.

“Um.” Fliss’s eyes went a little crossed. “Because we’re awesome?”

“Because we fuck like bunnies and breed like crazy?” Stephanie added.

Mia was already shaking her head at both answers. “Humanity has been overlooked by Heaven and Hell alike,” she explained, “because we’re not worth destroying. We’re the prize for both sides of the Bellum Aeternum. Whichever side manages to win the day will end up ruling all of existence for millions of years. Humanity will either end up mindlessly praising the angels or running from demons who hunt us for sport, depending on who ends up at the top of the hill when the whole thing’s over.”

“Neither of those options sound acceptable to me,” I growled, letting a little of my anger show. “I’m surprised they’re acceptable to you, Mia.”

Mia snorted. “They’re not. Don’t you get it? Whoever wins the war, we lose. The only winning move is to play both sides against the middle. As long as the Bellum Aeternum stays as good as its name—an eternal war—humanity can flourish. If it ends, we end.”

I found myself nodding along. “That all makes sense,” I said. “But I still don’t understand how the Ceremony was such a catastrophe.”

Mia’s lips formed a tight little line. “The Obsidian Eye chose sides,” she whispered. Her tone was filled with such vehemence that if Dr. Boddeker was in the room, I knew she’d be wringing his wrinkled old neck. “Dr. Boddeker destroyed the neutrality that’s kept humanity riding the knife edge for hundreds of years. And he did it all to stop you!”

I wasn’t sure whether I ought to be flattered or irritated by that.

“Well, he shouldn’t have,” I said with a shrug.

Suddenly I felt the weight of the last few hours on my shoulders. It was more than just the comedown from the awesome high of drinking Stephanie’s vampire blood—though I definitely could have gone for a little ‘hair of the dog’ in that case.

It was remembering that there was a war going on. One with the biggest stakes in the entire fucking universe.

“Look, I’m fucking exhausted,” I said, shaking my head. “I either need a nap or some coffee. Your choice.”

Mia stared at me. “Coffee, then,” the redhead said flatly. “Let’s pick this conversation up in the cafeteria.”

To get there, we had to make our way down the main hall—what I already cheekily thought of as the Hall of Heroes. Statues of the previous representatives of elevated humanity watched us like silent sentinels as we walked, staring down from their lofty perches. Most of them were gorgeous women, as sleek and sexy as the harem girls who walked by my side. But a few were men.

And one or two of them, I felt certain, were Powermancers.

None of us spoke as we passed those figures. No matter how many times you walked through that chamber, you could feel the weight of history as you walked beneath the gazes of those heroes. I could watch them judging me, weighing me on some cosmic scales representing abstract concepts like good and bad. At times, I thought I could see their eyes entreating me to succeed where they had failed.

Maybe it was those gazes that prompted Fliss to say what she said next.

“You know something?” The brunette paused in front of one of the statues, showing a woman with snakes for hair and the biggest, most gravity-defyingly perfect rack I’d ever seen. “There’s something you haven’t thought of, Mia.”

“Hmm?” The redhead drew up short, frowning deeply. “There’s very little you’ll find I haven’t already thought of, Felicity. I’m a planner. Almost to my detriment, sometimes.”

I could have wondered aloud how it was then that she’d been caught off-guard by Dr. Boddeker’s betrayal. But that wouldn’t have been fair. Besides, I could clearly see that Fliss had the tiger by the tail.

“Not about this,” Fliss said, growing more excited as she spoke. “About the Bellum Aeternum. About how it’s going to end.”

Everyone had stopped walking now. I could have been imagining it—in fact, I’m fucking certain in retrospect that I was just seeing things—but it almost seemed to me as if the statues nearest our position craned their necks slightly, the better to hear our conversation.

But that would have been crazy.

“What do you mean?” Mia asked, crossing her arms.

A smile tugged at the corner of Fliss’s mouth. “You said that whoever wins the Bellum Aeternum, we lose,” the brunette explained. For a moment, she almost sounded like her old self—the tour guide at the Traverse Museum, explaining interesting factoids to the tourists who’d come in to see the exhibits. “That if Heaven wins, we’ll all end up enslaved by angels. And if Hell wins the day, then ditto for demons.”

“That’s right,” Mia said, giving Fliss a cross look. “Whatever it is you’re seeing, I don’t see it.”

Suddenly Stephanie laughed. “There’s not two groups fighting in this war! There’s three!”

Fliss looked like a teacher pleased with her pupil. “That’s right,” she said, turning to me with pride. “Angels, demons… and us.”

“Humanity,” I said. “Caught in the middle like we’ve been for the last umpteen thousand years…”

“But not any more,” Charlie blurted, catching the thread of what Fliss was putting down. “Because of the Archon System!”

“That’s right,” Fliss said. Now it was her turn to look smug in Mia’s direction, rather than the other way around. “You say there’s only two ways for the war to end, Mia. But I think there’s another.” She pointed at me. “We could win. Jax could win. He could lead us to victory over Heaven and Hell alike!”

You could have heard a pin drop in the Hall of Heroes.

Her words washed over me like a flood. Me, alone, versus the combined forces of the Heavenly Host and whatever demons Hell could dream up? I thought about all the representatives of the supernatural world I’d run across so far, from the demon in the Traverse Museum to the angels disguised as customers at the diner near Stephanie’s house. I thought about the Arch-Demon Lilim writhing in bliss as my brand overloaded her mind and body with pleasure, disintegrating her succubus soul.

Could I really win? I was just one man. A Powermancer, sure, but still…

Except I’m not just one guy, I thought. As I thought it, I looked around at my women—the beautiful, deadly women who’d hitched their wagons to me and lived at my beck and call. The beauties who backed me up in any and every fight and gave me sex on tap.

Who on Earth could possibly call themselves just one guy with a harem like that? We weren’t just a family—we were an army. At least the nucleus of one.

And once we had the control keys, we could grow even bigger.

I could see it in the eyes of my girls. They were convinced. Charlie, Fliss, and Stephanie, they all thought we could win this. That at the end of the Bellum Aeternum, it could be humanity on the top of the pile, wearing the crown. Determining our own destiny for the first time in our history.

Not ground down by the heavenly boots of angels or the cloven hoofs of demons.

Rising.

Mia frowned. I could see there was something in her that wanted to believe me, but she was too cynical to fully accept it. Maybe her time with the Obsidian Eye had left her jaded—or maybe she didn’t trust the physical attraction she felt for me.

“Flowery words,” she said, shaking her head. “How do you expect to win, Powermancer? What’s the secret sauce? The One Weird Trick that leapfrogs us over the supernatural set?”

I paused, thinking it over.

“I’m not sure just yet,” I said, looking up at the rows of statues surrounding us. “But I’m pretty sure they knew. And if we can get this place up and running at its full capacity once more, I bet they just might tell us.”

There. I could practically feel the statues radiating approval.

“We already know our next steps,” I told Mia. “Thanks to you and Dr. Boddeker, we know where those control keys are. The gems from Heaven and Hell that will upgrade our Stronghold. Our fucking birthright.”

Mia blanched. “You mean the Demon Core? If Dr. Boddeker has it on his person, it’s not going to be easy to get to. The Anchorites… they bury themselves deep. Their holdfasts aren’t meant to be accessed, ever.”

“So I’ve heard,” I said with a smirk. “Fortunately, I know someone who intimately understands the way their operations work. I bet she can help me track down where Dr. Boddeker’s hiding.”

The ghost of a smirk tugged at the corner of Mia’s mouth. “I’m assuming you mean me? Well, I certainly wouldn’t mind getting some revenge against that bastard. No, I definitely wouldn’t.”

“And Jax already saw the Heaven-aspected control key,” Charlie added. “We all did. What did that angel call it? The Golden Braid?”

I nodded. Flowery words, indeed. “So we need the two control keys,” I summarized. “One of them’s in the hands of the Eye—inside Dr. Boddeker’s Anchorite hideout. The other’s hanging around the neck of the Nameless Angel.” Not knowing the creature’s name, calling him ‘Nameless’ just felt right. He seemed like someone who should have a foreboding name. “We find Boddeker’s panic room, we flush out the angels, and we’re already most of the way there. We can have humanity’s stronghold up and running again like—” I snapped my fingers, “—that!”

It was a tall order, for sure. But I almost made it sound easy. I could see my women beginning to believe me, and even Mia was starting to come around.

Of course, I wished I felt as certain of myself as I sounded. It was going to be a long, hard road for sure.

The good thing was this: we didn’t need to walk it today. For right now, we could rest up—and get even closer as a harem.

We were just about to turn back to the path when Mia cleared her throat. “There’s another order of business you haven’t tended to yet, Powermancer.”

I turned around. Mia was staring at me like a piece of meat and she was a hungry lion. Despite my radically enhanced level of experience with the opposite sex lately, I couldn’t help but be intimidated by that gaze.

“What’s that?” I asked.

But I already knew. It was why my other harem girls were grinning at me like I’d just scratched a winning lottery ticket.

Mia sashayed forward, her lips puckering with anticipation. “You made me a promise, Jax,” she said, putting a hand on her hip. “I intend to make you keep it. Or don’t you remember?”

Oh, I remembered. “Your help in exchange for the brand,” I said, thinking of the process I’d worked on with Fliss, Charlie and Stephanie. “But you told me you’d get the Demon Core, Mia.”

She scoffed. “That’s not my fault. Besides, if I’m going to help you track down Dr. Boddeker, I need access to the Archon System. I need the same powers that you and your other harem girls have.” She squared her shoulders, staring me in the eyes. “I need you to brand me. Tonight.”

Well. I certainly couldn’t turn down a request like that.

“Alright,” I said, nodding. Then a smirk rose unexpectedly to my face. “What do you mean, my ‘other’ harem girls?”

The three other women in the hall all broke out into laughter. They hadn’t missed Mia’s slip of the tongue, either.

Spots of color burned on the redhead’s cheeks. “I misspoke,” she said through clenched teeth. “If you think that I’m going to hop into bed with you just because you place an arcane symbol somewhere on my body, you’re completely deluded…”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I think you’re going to hop into bed,” I told her right to her face. “But I don’t think it’s going to just be with me.”

The color in Mia’s cheeks deepened. “You bastard!” she growled.

“You like it,” I told her, grinning. “Don’t pretend you don’t.”

“Let’s just get that coffee,” the redhead said. “After you’ve had your much vaunted caffeine break, you can get to work on fulfilling the terms of our agreement—”

Laughter traveled down the hallway.

Nothing about it would have been out of the ordinary if it had been the laughter of any of my women. But while the speaker was definitely female—almost aggressively so—they don't sound anything like Fliss, Charlie or Stephanie. And I was looking right at Mia, so I knew it wasn’t her.

What the fuck!?

I twisted, the Tempest Fang springing into life in my fist. In the blink of an eye, Stephanie and Charlie both embraced their transformations, their bodies changing as they became the Blood Witch and the Noir Knight. Felicity followed a moment later, growing taller and blonder as the Valkyrie emerged from within her sleek, human frame.

“Who the fuck is that?” Stephanie said, lisping through her fangs.

“Intruder,” I growled, sharing a look and a nod with Mia. “Everyone stay behind me. I’ll take point on this…”

The laughter faded out. “Oh snap!” the female voice said. “I guess I fucked up, huh? You totally heard me! I guess you might as well come in and say hi…”

My brows furrowed together. Both Charlie and Stephanie looked confused as hell. What the fuck!? Mia mouthed, looking from me to the doorway like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

Who was on the other side of that door? It sounded like a bratty teenager, but that couldn’t be right. Who the fuck could enter our Stronghold without our permission?

“Come iiiiiin,” the voice cried, stretching out the last syllable. “Don’t be shy, Jax! I’ve been wanting to meet you for, like, for-eh-ver…”

I opened the door.

The first thing that caught my eye was the pile of food and drink on the feasting table. Half-empty plates littered the mahogany benches, as if an entire war party of Vikings had bivouacked in my cafeteria and forgotten to clean up after themselves when they moved on. The smell of roasted meat and alcohol was strong, and the number of flagons sitting around would have been enough to get an entire football team drunk off their ass.

Sitting behind the bench with her heels up on the table was the sexiest woman I’d ever seen in my life.

She had pink hair, so long and shiny that it didn’t look real, and horns that spiraled away from the sides of her head like a pair of curled ram’s horns. She was dressed in a skin-tight red corset that hugged her tits and ass like a second skin, the tops of her breasts bulging from beneath the leather like they might spill out at any moment. Her hips were wide and her legs long, and a tail tipped with a tiny pitchfork-shaped barb flickered back and forth across the top of the table like a wagging finger.

Holy shit, I thought, taken aback.

This demoness had the most incredible rack I’d ever seen. My harem couldn’t compete—hell, even the statues in the Hall of Heroes didn’t have tits like that! This woman was a walking wet dream, a porn fantasy brought to life.

As she saw me, she spread her legs. Her thighs parted like she’d been waiting her whole life for the right man to walk between them and take what she had to offer—and she’d found him. Her corset rode up her belly, revealing the tiniest, tightest pair of panties I’d ever seen. The folds of her pussy were clearly visible through the fabric, and she was soaking wet.

She was like a hot college co-ed mixed with one of Lucifer’s minions. I was rock hard just from looking at her.

I didn’t trust her in the slightest.

I held the Tempest Fang before me like a talisman. “Who are you?” I growled. “What do you want?”

The demoness chuckled low in her throat. “I’m here to talk to you, Jax Bryant,” she purred, licking her lips. “It’s my turn.”

Huh? “Your turn?”

The demoness grinned. “You talked with the angels,” she whispered, her voice smoke and sex as she lifted her pert ass out of her seat. “You got to hear the offer those halo-huggers made you. Now it’s the other side’s turn.” She sat up, her tits bouncing in her corset. “So, baby. You want to hear what Lucifer’s favorite daughter can do for you?”

Oh fuck, I thought, gazing around at the dumbstruck looks of lust on the faces of my harem girls. We are in so much trouble…

End of Book 2

Want more Humanity Rising? Leave a review here and let us know you want more!
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